CULTURE SHOCK

Culture shock is a term used to describe what people experience when they move into a new and strange environment. lt usually involves a long and difficult period of readjustment. Culture shock, however, is not always bad. It can be of great benefit and a healthy learning experience.

Some (cruel) person has discovered that if a frog is thrown into hot water, it will jump right out again. However, lf you put the frog into cool water and bring it slowly to a boil, the poor frog will cook to death. 

When we arrived in Austria 16 years ago, we were expecting culture shock, and certainly, there were many big adjustments to make. We had to adjust to a new climate, learn another language and adapt to a different culture; but we didn’t experience any noticeable shock. For us it was a gradual adjustment, but there were times when we must have shocked the Austrians!

When I preached my first sermon in German, I claimed (by using the wrong prefix) that Jesus devoured 5000 persons. I didn’t even notice the shocked faces, but went on to say that the women and children were not included in this number. It was only after an old coal miner asked if the women and children were for dessert that I was shocked!

After living so many years in Austria, one might think that we would no longer be affected by culture shock. Yet we get a mild case each time we return to the United States for furlough. Like a deep-sea diver who surfaces too rapidly, our re-entry into North America causes us culture shock that is more difficult to overcome than "jet lag".

In April, 1980, I made a short three week trip to America in order to attend the GMU Field Directors Conference. Weather in New Jersey and Kansas City was striking contrast to snowy Austria, but that didn't surprise me. My first shock came while waiting for the airport bus. I had not heard such foul language in years. Swearing is not uncommon in Austria, but such flagrant, vulgar profanity in America was absolutely shocking!

The second shock came at the sight of all those big powerful cars rolling by. There was a time in my life when I just about lived for cars. By the time I was nineteen, I had owned 38 vehicles! But that was back when gasoline was 15 cents a gallon and l was earning 14 gallons an hour. Having arrived at my parents house, my father handed me the keys to his 11-year old Pontiac with a word of warning: “Don’t get shocked when you tank up; this car holds $25 worth!”
That however, was a pleasant surprise. The last tank in Austria had cost $38 for much less gas.

It was while attending the morning worship service of a church in Kansas City that I received my next shock. During the singing, it suddenly occurred to me that there were quite likely more people in that one service than in all the evangelical churches of Austria combined.

My thoughts drifted back to those churches we had grown to love down through the years. Only a few enjoy the luxury of a comfortable church building. One of the larger churches meets in a WWII wooden barracks. Others meet in rented halls, private homes or in storefronts such as the church in Ampflwang. I was reminded of the thousands of towns and even larger cities in Austria that have no Gospel witness. I thought of the city of Braunau, a city of 18,000 that brought forth a Hitler over ninety years ago - and still without an evangelical church! The closest church is our small group in Ampflwang, over an hour’s drive through numerous other towns that are without the Gospel.

After two weeks in America I should have become invulnerable to culture shock, but I was unprepared for the next attack. I got up early Sunday morning (early means 7:30 – you see how well adjusted I had become! Our services in Ampflwang start at 8: 30.) to travel to two churches where I was to speak that day. The Interstate Highway was deserted at that hour and I switched on the radio for company. For the next two and one half hours I heard one religious broadcast after another. If one program didn't please me, I simply turned the dial to another Christian broadcast. In all our sixteen years of missionary work, we have never heard a Gospel broadcast on Austrian Radio. What shocked me however, was not the broadcasts themselves, but rather the content of them. The music was okay, but the programs contained little or no Gospel message at all. I listened as one pastor after another praised his church as the biggest, the best, the fastest growing, the most biblical, the most separated, the most evangelistic or the friendliest church in town.

As I listened, I began to take a closer look at the churches that had faithfully stood behind our ministry all these years. Each church had a capable and dedicated pastor, clean and appropriate facilities, plenty of lay workers, a healthy mixture of classes and age groups and had a generous heart for missions as well as a concern for the lost on their doorstep, These churches are good solid Bible teaching and soul-winning churches; why then, were they not bursting at the seams like those "super churches" described on the radio?

I shared these questions with the pastor before the evening service. and asked if he could give an explanation. With a concerned look in his eyes he replied, "It’s the migration." He went on to explain how many of his flock had moved away for various reasons; a new job, a new house, retirement to Florida etc. Of course there were others who had moved into the area, but how could an older downtown church compete with those modern, comfortable churches out on the edge of town? Without a trace of resentment in his voice, the pastor concluded, "God has placed us here in a needy place and unless He leads otherwise, we intend to stay here and serve Him!"

In the service that followed I began to understand the situation even better. After the short talk on our work and a slide presentation, there was a baptismal service for several recent converts. The church was half full of what some people might call "lower class" people; not exactly the kind that "respectable" people enjoy sitting next to or the kind that puts twenty dollar bills in the collection plate. At the conclusion of the service I was

surrounded by questioners, but not one asked me how many attended our church or Sunday School in Austria. I soon found myself counseling with individuals who had big problems. I was a missionary again and all thought of culture shock had disappeared - until I inadvertently said something in German. Then a big black girl slapped me on the back and said, " Hey, man, youse not in Austria now, youse gotta talk English to us!"

The long ride home in heavy Sunday evening traffic was exhausting, but at 2:00 AM I found myself wide awake pondering the events of the day. I began to pray: "Thank you Lord, for such wonderful supporters. Thank you for churches that are more concerned about missions than memberships; more involved in giving than with getting; busier propagating the Gospel than promulgating their own glory. Thank you for churches that talk English in America and for churches that speak German in Austria… and thank you Lord, for culture shock!"

Ralph V Harvey, April 30, 1980
