
Sunday 12th June 2016         Preacher: Jennifer Potter

HYMNS: 540 “The day the universe was started”
676 “Christ from whom all blessing flow”
678 “Come all who look to Christ today”
546 “Behold the servant of the Lord.”

READINGS: Galatians 2:11-21
Luke 7:36-50

“FAITH AND CULTURE”

I want to begin with a story – a personal story. Some of you are aware that I lived for 
a long time in Southern Africa as a teacher and church worker. I lived in Zambia for a 
short time and then for over 20 years in Botswana.

While I was in Botswana the World Council of Churches – the fellowship of different 
churches from around the world – decided to do something to make women more 
visible in the leadership of the church and to celebrate women’s contribution to the 
church at all levels including that of the local congregation. So it was decided that a 
Decade of Churches in Solidarity with Women would be declared. By the end of the 
Decade women thought that it had really been the Decade of Women in Solidarity 
with the Churches but that is another issue.
Churches together in Botswana had a Committee for the Decade and we set about 
highlighting the role of women, in a society and in churches, which were still very 
much male-dominated. We ran a regular column in a secular newspaper entitled, “In 
whose image?” reminding the readers that both men and women are made equally 
in the image of God.

We held workshops with women from across the denominations – from Roman 
Catholic and Anglican at one end of the spectrum to African Indigenous Churches at 
the other. It was fascinating. I want to tell you about one of these meetings. We had 
been discussing how the culture of Botswana and the Christian faith relate to one 
another especially in matters affecting women. One bold lady raised her hand and 
asked me, “Where in the Bible does it say that women have to wear black for a year 
after the death of their husband?” (For that was the tradition – the culture of 
Botswana and still is to a large extent there and in many other countries.)

I had no desire to undermine either this lady’s faith or her culture. Yet the truth 
needed to be said. I replied, you will not find this anywhere in the Bible.” Then I told 
the gathering what, to the best of my knowledge had happened. In the era when 
missionaries went across the world from Britain, and that included Botswana, Queen 
Victoria was the monarch. When her husband, Prince Albert, died in 1861 she went 
into deep mourning and wore black for the rest of her life. Queen Victoria formalised 
and entrenched an already existing cultural tradition in Britain. This pattern of 
mourning was copied by others – it was part of the cultural baggage that was taken 



to Africa (and indeed to other parts of the world) by those who spread Christianity to 
those regions.

The mourning customs of Botswana and the mourning customs of 19th century 
Britain became fused and women wore black for at least a year after the death of 
their husbands. My answer to the lady’s question was liberating from some listeners, 
bewildering for others and downright heretical for yet others.

I have told you this story at length because it illustrates how complex the relationship 
is between faith and culture.

Our culture is our way of doing things – valued traditions and experience handed 
down from previous generations. It is our identity marker – what makes the Welsh, 
Welsh and the Yorkshire, Yorkshire to give just a random example but one well-
appreciated in our congregation. We pass on our culture both formally and informally, 
intentionally and unintentionally to each new generation. Our culture has within it 
helpful and less helpful aspects, practices which have adapted to changed 
circumstances and those which have remained frozen in a past era. Culture is 
something which we cannot do without but sometimes we would like to do without 
some of its aspects.

Young Edgar, who have baptised this morning, is going to have the benefit of a 
shared culture – from Luxembourg, from Finland and a bit of British influence thrown 
in, too. Our culture is also deeply affected by where we live – the climate, the history, 
the physical surroundings and these days by the media and how it plays ourselves 
back to us. Wherever we live, even in the most remote part of our world, the culture 
is not static but forever changing and responding to change.

In all religious faiths there is a close interweaving of culture with the faith. That is why 
Islam in Pakistan is very different from say, in Indonesia. For Christianity it is part of 
our understanding that our faith is incarnational – that is it takes on the flesh in a 
particular time and place and culture. Jesus was not the Son of God living halfway 
between earth and heaven – he was a flesh and blood, 1st century Palestinian male 
Jew. And yet the interface between faith and culture, between Christianity and the 
cultures of the places where it has taken root has always been a difficult and 
challenging one.

We have heard two readings this morning and in both there are critical issues about 
the relationship of faith and culture. In our first reading from Paul’s letter to the 
Galatians we learn of a confrontation between the two major apostles of Jesus, 
-Peter and Paul. In this passage Paul is accusing Peter of playing fast and loose with 
his new Christian identity. Peter had had life-changing experiences especially his 
encounter with the gentile Roman officer, Cornelius in which it had been made clear 
to him that all who follow Christ and walk in his ways are equally regarded, equally 
loved whether they were Jew or Gentile.



Christianity grew out of Judaism; it began, if you like, as a sect of Judaism but as 
more and more Gentiles accepted and believed in Jesus – a major cultural question 
was posed. Did pagan Gentiles need to become, in effect, Jews before they could be 
accepted fully as followers of Christ. Strict Jews wanted Gentiles to follow the Jewish 
law to the letter – circumcision and the many regulations surrounding food.

Paul was clear – Gentiles were to be welcomed as they were – they did not have to 
become Jews first. For Paul in Christ there was no Jew or Greek, no male or female, 
no slave nor free – all were one in Christ Jesus.

Paul, in this passage we have heard read, accused Peter of hypocrisy – eating with 
Gentiles happily at most times but sometimes becoming the traditional Jew for the 
sake of respectability with strict Jews. For Paul, Jews who followed Jesus, including 
Peter, had to come to terms with a new identity – defined by Jesus and the Gospel. 
The old cultural identity of Judaism had to give way to a new broader identity in 
Christ.

It was a tough transition for many Jews, a painful transition but in his letters Paul 
never ceases from emphasising that all who are, in his words, ‘in the Messiah’ are 
the true people of God whatever their origins and different cultural backgrounds.

Our second reading which the scouts read for us shows us very starkly how Jesus 
posed a challenge within his own Jewish cultural context. Jesus was eating with 
Simon the Pharisee and other Jews when a woman, who had something of a 
reputation entered the house, sat at Jesus’ feet, cried uncontrollably, wiped his feet 
with her hair anointed his feet and kissed them. Just think how you would react if a 
stranger came into your house and acted in this way towards your guest! But within 
the culture of Judaism this was a scandal beyond all scandals – women were not 
admitted to male company, women never let down their hair except in the presence 
of their husbands. This woman’s actions were nothing less than sensual and broke 
every Jewish taboo.

Simon the Pharisee criticised the woman harshly and criticised Jesus for allowing the 
woman to touch him. But Jesus was clear- what this woman was doing was an act of 
love, love because she felt her sins forgiven. This woman had welcomed Jesus in a 
fulsome way whereas Simon, his host. Had been half-hearted, not even offering him 
water to wash his feet.

Here was Jesus throwing down not only a religious challenge but a major cultural 
challenge to his own Jewish people – about their attitude to women, and especially 
prostitutes whom men had been using. Jesus was also giving a supreme example of 
the supremacy of love and forgiveness in his new dispensation. From now on  ‘love 
was to be the fulfilling of the law.’

These two passages still throw down a challenge to us now – does love stand above 
the law in our lives? Does our Christian identity overrule our culture and are we 



prepared to put our respectability in jeopardy so that we may be truly and 
consistently followers of Jesus?

All of the world’s cultures, all of our cultures are judged by the faith we profess, In 
this country this may take the form of challenging the tradition British reserve, the 
private way people wish to conduct their lives, the not intruding, as some would see 
it, into the lives of others. So here, for example, our Christianity challenges us at 
times of death – that we should not in embarrassment, pass by on the other side 
when we encounter the bereaved and the grieving.

We are all called to go outside and beyond our culture in sharing the love of God 
with those in need and those with whom we live.

We have many cultures gathered here this morning and it is not for me to spell out to 
you where the clashes between faith and culture occur. All I can say is that there are 
clashes in all cultures and we need to help one another transcend all cultural norms 
that would hold us back from leading truly consistent Christian lives.

Christ died for all. He calls us into one family in which nationality, language, culture, 
gender and education are all secondary for we are all one in Him.

Let us rise to the challenge as modern cultures as well as traditional cultures seek to 
control and direct the faith we proclaim. Ame.


