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Reading the Room: How to Exegete a Culture and  
Make Disciples Who Actually Stick 

Wherever you are, whatever culture God has placed you in — this is about 
learning to read it, love it, and speak into it with the power of a gospel that 
has never once failed to translate. 

When the Apostle Paul stepped onto the Areopagus in Athens, he didn't open 
with a Bible verse. He opened with a poem the Athenians already knew, a 
shrine they had already built, a longing they had already named but couldn't 
yet fill. He had done his homework. He walked their streets. He studied their 
temples. He listened before he spoke. And when he spoke, the Athenians 
heard something startling — someone who understood them deeply enough 
to say, "The one you're already reaching for — I can tell you His name." 

That is cultural exegesis. And it may be one of the most under-leveraged — 
and most critical — skills in the global disciplemaking movement today. 

Cultural exegesis is the disciplined work of understanding a 
people's longings, language, and lived reality well enough to 
faithfully translate the gospel into the questions they are actually 
asking. 

Why This Matters More Than Ever 

At Concentric, we are committed to Jesus-centric disciplemaking that 
multiplies across cultures and nations. But multiplication that doesn't take 
root in the soil of a culture doesn't last. It produces disciples who are 
behaviorally compliant but not transformed from the inside out. It produces 
churches that feel like foreign imports rather than indigenous movements. 
That's why one of our deepest commitments is investing in indigenous 
ministry leaders to enter their own culture's harvest fields. But even that 
commitment is only the beginning of what's needed to speak into a culture 
and actually reach its heart. 

I want to be honest about something I see in North America, because I think 
it matters globally. We have tens of thousands of churches that are 
struggling — and I believe much of that struggle is because these churches 
have long since stopped understanding the world in which they actually live. 
I say this not to condemn any particular model. I have served in seeker-
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sensitive megachurches, traditional congregations, and contemporary 
liturgical churches — all evangelical, all earnest, all reaching some people 
well. The issue is not the model. The issue is whether we are genuinely 
engaging the culture around us or simply serving the people already inside. 
Different models reach different audiences. The question every church must 
honestly ask is: are we reaching anyone from the actual harvest fields? 

Seldom do most churches see a single person from outside their existing 
circle give their life to Christ. As one missiologist famously asks: "If your church 
closed tomorrow, would anyone in your community notice?" 

Many growing churches are doing so primarily through transfer growth — 
attracting people from stagnant congregations nearby, but drawing very 
few from the harvest. They've learned to scratch the itch of the already-
convinced. 

What's happening in North America is a delayed version of what swept 
through Europe two generations ago. I don't say this to be pessimistic — I'm 
genuinely hopeful. I see a turning tide, including in the communities I've been 
part of in Philadelphia for the last 25 years. But the turn requires something of 
us. It requires leaders willing to study both the Scriptures and the culture — 
and bring the two together in ways that are comprehensible and 
transformative. 

That's what the best missiologists have always done. And it's a skill every 
disciplemaking leader can develop. 

A Word from Those Who Went Before Us 

Before we get to the practical, I want to name a few thinkers whose work has 
shaped my own — because understanding why cultural exegesis matters 
theologically is what keeps the practice from becoming mere technique. This 
is not a bag of ministry tricks. It is participation in the missio Dei — the mission 
of a God who has always been moving toward cultures, not away from them. 

The incarnation itself is the ultimate theological argument for 
cultural engagement: God did not wait for humanity to become 
fluent in heaven's language. He became fluent in ours. 

Lesslie Newbigin — a British missionary who spent decades in India, then 
returned home to find England just as much a mission field as Mumbai — 
famously called the church to "a genuine missionary encounter with Western 
culture." He saw that the Western secular worldview is not neutral territory. It 
is itself a set of deeply held faith commitments, and the church has far too 
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often accommodated to it rather than engaged it. Tim Keller, after nearly 
thirty years of ministry in Manhattan, gave a lecture at Princeton in 2017 that I 
had the privilege to hear, and said plainly: "Newbigin is basically right." 

Paul Hiebert, one of the great anthropologist-missiologists of the twentieth 
century, argued that just as we train leaders in the exegesis of Scripture, we 
must also train them in the exegesis of culture — understanding what's 
actually happening in the hearts and communities we are trying to reach, 
before we start telling them what to believe. His framework of "critical 
contextualization" — studying culture without judgment first, then bringing it 
into honest dialogue with Scripture — is one of the most practically useful 
tools I've encountered. It was introduced to me originally by Bill Clem, former 
Sonlife President. 

James K.A. Smith, a philosopher deeply influenced by Newbigin, makes a 
point that is both provocative and important: human beings are not primarily 
thinking creatures — we are desiring creatures. We are shaped less by the 
ideas we hold than by the habits, rituals, and loves that form us over time. If 
you want to understand a culture, don't only ask what people think. Ask what 
they practice, what they celebrate, what they repeat — because that is 
what's actually forming them. Cultural exegesis, then, is as much about 
watching as it is about listening. Profound and formative for ministry. 

These thinkers — along with Andrew Walls, Lamin Sanneh, and Jayson 
Georges — have given us an extraordinary set of tools. The question is 
whether we will pick them up and learn from them. 

With that foundation in place, here are ten practices I have found invaluable 
in becoming a more effective student of culture — and a more faithful 
ambassador of the One who crossed the greatest cultural distance in history 
to reach us. 

1. Before You Speak, Become a Learner 

The single most important posture shift for anyone serious about 
disciplemaking is moving from teacher to student — at least at first. 

I didn't learn this from a textbook. I was formed into it. 

I was born in West Berlin during the Cold War — my father was doing military 
intelligence work, essentially serving as a spy for the United States. When we 
returned to the States, my family landed in New York City, and my parents 
were the kind of people who were neither afraid of culture nor insulated from 
it. Our home was a revolving door — friends of every race, religion, and 
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background, a living cross-section of the city itself. We were in their homes 
and they were in ours. Jewish neighbors. Muslim colleagues. Secular 
intellectuals. Devout Catholics. Artists and activists. My parents modeled 
something I didn't have a name for then but would later recognize as 
incarnational posture — genuine curiosity about, and delight in, the people 
God had placed around us. They didn't just tolerate difference. They savored 
it. 

Both my parents came from deeply rooted Catholic and Presbyterian 
families, and my mother made sure I went through all of it — CCD classes, 
first communion, confirmation. I wasn't going through the motions cynically. I 
was genuinely searching for God within the structures I'd been given. I could 
feel something true in the liturgy, something that pointed beyond itself, but I 
hadn't yet encountered it as a living reality. I was, in the language of Paul's 
Athenians, reaching for something I couldn't yet name. 

What completed the journey wasn't a program. It was people. My mother 
began attending the church of a former Catholic monk turned evangelical 
minister, Dr. John Akers, and she brought me with her. The youth ministry was 
full of peers for whom faith was not just inherited but a present fire. And there 
was a seminary student who volunteered named Joe Valentini. Joe had 
walked nearly the same road I was on — raised Catholic, formed by the 
Church's rhythms, brought into a living faith as a teenager. He knew my world 
from the inside. He showed up several evenings a week, invested in me 
personally, walked with me through questions I didn't know how to ask 
anyone else, and brought me into the life of the youth ministry, the church, 
and his close-knit Italian family. He affirmed what my formation had given 
me — the hunger for the sacred, the instinct that a personal relationship with 
our heavenly Father was possible — while helping me find what all of it had 
been pointing toward. The faith I had been searching for became real. Not 
because someone argued me into it. Because someone loved me into it. 

Joe was doing cultural exegesis without knowing it. 

He knew my dialect. And that made all the difference. 

This was also during one of the most critical and vulnerable seasons of my 
life — my mother was fighting for her life in a New York hospital. Joe showed 
up anyway. That matters. 

I say all of this because I want you to understand something before we go 
any further: the conviction driving this article is not theoretical. I was reached 
because someone took the time to understand the world I came from. That 
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changes how I think about every culture God has placed in front of me — 
and in front of you. 

I know the term cross-cultural disciplemaker can sound like it applies only to 
foreign missionaries. But every disciplemaker needs to consider themselves 
cross-cultural in some sense. Paul called us aliens and strangers, 
ambassadors — a word that implies living in a land not entirely your own. We 
are called to study the cultures God has placed us in and understand their 
DNA from the inside. 

These cultures may not require crossing an ocean. They may be the next 
neighborhood, the next generation, the next village — or even the next house. 
Within any broader culture there are subcultures and micro-cultures — what 
I've come to call dialects — each with their own distinct way of seeing the 
world, their own unspoken assumptions, their own language. Learning to hear 
those dialects is the beginning of cultural exegesis. 

Shortly after I married my wife Teresa, I got a crash course in what it means 
to be grafted into a culture you didn't grow up in. Her family is Pennsylvania 
Dutch — and one afternoon they inducted me into one of their most sacred 
annual traditions: harvest day. The task before us was 120 dozen ears of corn, 
fresh from a local farmstead, that needed to be husked, cleaned, blanched, 
and frozen for the year. I was the new recruit, assigned to husking duty. Hours 
later — humbled, bewildered, with hands I barely recognized — we sat down 
to dinner. Fresh bread. Butter. And corn. More corn. And then, in case I'd 
missed the theme: more corn. As a city kid from New York, I sat there quietly 
wondering where the rest of the meal was. It never arrived. And it was one of 
the best meals of my life. 

That tradition now lives at our dinner table. I didn't just observe Pennsylvania 
Dutch farm culture that afternoon — I was grafted into it, through labor and 
laughter and a table that asked nothing of me except to show up and 
participate. That is what cultural immersion feels like from the inside. And it is 
almost always mediated by food. 

Hiebert called this the emic approach: studying a culture from the inside, on 
its own terms, before evaluating it from the outside. Commit to listening three 
times more than you speak. Keep a journal of what surprises, confuses, or 
moves you. Those moments of friction — where your assumptions bump up 
against someone else's reality — are exactly where learning happens. Don't 
rush past them. Sit in them. 

The goal is not to become so immersed that you lose your prophetic identity. 
It is to earn the right to speak by first proving you have truly heard. 
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2. Ask Better Questions — and Train Others to Do the Same 

Once you've adopted the posture of a learner, the next discipline is asking 
better questions. This is something that can — and should — be trained in 
others, even from a young age. 

For over a decade, I took teams of high school students to Eastern Europe for 
twenty-day summer ministry trips. The objective was always two-sided. We 
wanted to help post-Communist churches in places like the Czech Republic 
reach young people with the gospel — a true post-Christian secular culture, 
where faith had been systematically driven underground for a generation. 
But we also wanted to equip our own students to be more culturally 
intelligent back home in the United States. 

We only took students who were already doing peer ministry — actively 
sharing the gospel with skeptical, seeking, or non-Christian peers. Before 
they ever boarded a plane, every student went through twenty-four 
equipping classes in apologetics, evangelism, and cultural awareness. They 
read C.S. Lewis's Mere Christianity, Lee Strobel's The Case for Christ, and a 
guide specifically on Czech culture — because you do not walk into a post-
Soviet, post-Christian culture and assume your American gospel categories 
will translate without translation. 

One of those students was a young man named Jared Ayers. Jared served 
with me for five years during my time as a youth pastor in Lancaster, 
Pennsylvania. He traveled to Eastern Europe on those summer teams with me. 
He learned, as a teenager, to ask the questions that open doors rather than 
close them. 

Effective cultural exegesis is, at its core, a discipline of better questions. Here 
are the categories every disciplemaking leader — whether in Bangkok or 
Beirut, Bucharest or Boston — should probe consistently: 

Questions about fear and hope: What do people here fear most? What do 
they hope for most? What does "the good life" look like in this culture? What 
does it mean to "make it"? 

Questions about honor and shame: What brings a person respect here? 
What brings disgrace? This is especially critical in non-Western contexts 
where the moral architecture of society is built around honor and shame 
rather than the Western guilt-and-innocence framework. Disciplemakers who 
only know how to preach a guilt-and-forgiveness gospel will often find it 
doesn't connect — not because the gospel isn't true, but because they're 
answering a question the culture isn't yet asking. 
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You can have the right answer to the wrong question and reach 
no one. 

Questions about worship and idols: Every culture has functional gods — 
good things elevated to ultimate things. Family loyalty. National pride. 
Wealth. Security. Individual freedom. Political ideology. Ask: What is this 
culture unwilling to sacrifice? What is treated as sacred and untouchable? 
When I was a young youth pastor, an elderly woman in our church told me 
she would sooner worship the devil than vote for someone outside her 
political party. People don't always announce their idols — but sometimes 
they do. The answer reveals what is functionally worshipped, and shows you 
where the gospel's most liberating edge needs to land. 

Questions about story and identity: What is the dominant story this culture 
tells about itself? Every people group carries a narrative of origin, identity, 
and destiny. Understanding that story allows you to show where the Jesus 
story intersects, fulfills, and redeems it — rather than simply displacing it with 
a Western version. 

Questions about pain: What are the collective wounds of this people? 
Colonial trauma, ethnic conflict, displacement, economic despair, spiritual 
oppression — these shape worldview at a level far deeper than ideas. 
Disciplemakers who don't understand the pain don't yet understand the 
people. This is one reason Concentric alliance partners have invested in 
trauma healing work in Ukraine and surrounding regions — because you 
cannot speak meaningfully into a culture's present without first 
acknowledging its wounds. 

3. Map the Culture's Moral Framework 

Once you've learned to ask better questions, the next step is recognizing 
patterns beneath the answers. Jayson Georges's research on moral 
frameworks gives us one of the most useful organizing tools available for 
global workers. 

Georges identifies three dominant frameworks operating in cultures 
worldwide: 

Guilt/Innocence — dominant in Western cultures. The central question is: Did I 
break the rules? The gospel answers: You are forgiven. 

Honor/Shame — dominant in Middle Eastern, Asian, African, and Latin 
American cultures. The central question is: Do I have standing in the 
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community? The gospel answers: You are restored to honor as a child of the 
King. 

Fear/Power — dominant in animist and traditional contexts. The central 
question is: Am I protected from hostile forces? The gospel answers: Jesus is 
Lord over every power. 

We hosted a Concentric Zoom equipping session not long ago with about 150 
leaders from six continents centered on this research. Our friend Dr. Steve 
Kaptain — a missiologist who spent years as a missionary in Southeast Asia 
and now coaches ministry leaders worldwide — led us through a one-hour 
primer of his doctoral work on the subject. We had every leader take an 
assessment to identify their own dominant moral framework first. The results 
were illuminating — not just for understanding others, but for understanding 
ourselves and the instincts we bring to ministry without realizing it. 

Most cultures blend all three frameworks, but one tends to dominate. 
Knowing which one shapes your context will change how you teach, how you 
disciple, how you address sin, and how you frame the good news. Here is the 
crucial insight: the full biblical gospel speaks powerfully to all three. The cross 
deals with guilt. The resurrection restores honor. The ascension establishes 
the lordship of Christ over every hostile power. The gospel is not impoverished 
when it enters a new culture — it is enriched, because each culture sees 
dimensions of it that others have missed. 

The gospel is not a single note. It is a symphony. Learn the whole 
score. 

4. Read the Culture's Texts 

Once you understand a culture's moral framework, you'll start seeing it 
everywhere — including in its art, its stories, and its entertainment. That's why 
reading the culture's own creative output is one of the most revealing things 
a disciplemaker can do. 

Paul quoted the Athenians' own poets. We have to do the same. 

This means intentionally engaging the cultural output of the people you are 
trying to reach — their music, films, proverbs, folk stories, humor, social media. 
Not for entertainment, but as primary sources. A film is never just a film. A pop 
song is never just a song. They are confessions — sometimes unintentional 
ones — of what a culture believes about love, death, meaning, and salvation. 
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A practical monthly habit: watch a popular film, listen to influential music, or 
read something people in your context are genuinely engaging with. Then 
ask three questions: What does this assume about human nature? What 
does it offer as salvation or hope? What longing is it trying to fill? Write down 
your answers. Patterns emerge over time. 

One important note: this requires discernment. Some cultural content can 
compromise more than it illuminates. Walt Mueller's Center for Youth and 
Parent Understanding was formative for me in my years working with youth in 
North America. His approach to engaging popular culture critically and 
compassionately remains one of the best models for anyone working with 
young people anywhere in the world. 

5. Find the Redemptive Analogy 

Reading a culture's texts will surface its deepest longings — and those 
longings are precisely where the gospel finds its footing. 

Don Richardson was a missionary working among the Sawi people of Papua 
New Guinea — a tribe that celebrated treachery as the highest virtue. He was 
on the verge of leaving in despair. Then he witnessed a local peacemaking 
ritual: when two tribes were at war, a chief would give his own son to the rival 
tribe as a pledge of peace. They called that child the Peace Child. 
Richardson recognized it immediately: God gave His Son as the ultimate 
Peace Child. That single point of contact unlocked the gospel for the Sawi in 
a way that no amount of direct Bible teaching had accomplished. 

Every culture has redemptive analogies — resonant points where a culture's 
own longings, stories, or practices create a natural bridge to the gospel. 
Andrew Walls called this the "translation principle" — his conviction that the 
gospel is inherently translatable into every culture precisely because every 
culture bears the marks of humanity made in God's image. The image is 
broken, but it is there. And where it is there, the gospel can find its footing. 

Look for the places where people are already reaching for 
something their culture cannot give them. Your job is not to bring 
God to the culture — He is already there. Your job is to name what 
they are reaching for, and introduce them to the One they 
haven't yet met by name. 

6. Distinguish the Good, the Broken, and the Idolatrous 
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Finding redemptive analogies doesn't mean everything in a culture can be 
affirmed. Nor does engaging culture critically mean everything must be 
confronted. The disciplemaking leader needs the wisdom — and the 
patience — to hold three different responses simultaneously. 

Affirm what is genuinely good — the places where a culture reflects God's 
image and common grace, even without knowing it. Every culture has beauty 
worth celebrating: rich food, music, hospitality, communal loyalty, a deep 
sense of the sacred. These are gifts, not threats. To walk into a culture and 
see only what needs correction is to miss the fingerprints of God already 
present. Failure to affirm breeds unnecessary alienation and communicates 
that following Jesus means abandoning your culture entirely. That produces 
shallow, foreign-feeling faith. 

We are not calling people out of their cultures. We are calling 
them to let Jesus become Lord within them. 

Redeem what is broken — practices and values that are distorted versions of 
something true and good. The longing underneath is real. The expression 
needs redirecting. 

Confront what is genuinely idolatrous — the places where a culture is being 
destroyed by a false ultimate. This requires courage. But it also requires the 
credibility that only comes from having first listened and affirmed. The 
prophetic voice is earned, not assumed. How and when you do this is 
everything. 

Hiebert called this "critical contextualization" — bringing cultural practices 
into honest, ongoing dialogue with Scripture alongside local believers, so 
that the community itself discerns what must change. Sometimes the 
hardened hearts we encounter are not the obstacle. It's that we've been 
delivering good news in a cultural dialect the listener simply cannot 
understand. 

I spent a couple of decades preparing junior and senior high school students 
for the cultural gauntlet of university life — a world that would actively seek 
to reshape their Christian worldview into something that looked more like 
secular humanism, or other frameworks that had quietly evacuated God 
from the picture. We worked through what the university genuinely offered — 
intellectual rigor, exposure to the breadth of human thought, goods worth 
embracing. We named what was broken. We identified what was functioning 
as a counter-gospel. The goal wasn't to make them defensive or fearful. It 
was to make them discerning — able to think critically about the ideas 
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forming them, to hold their faith not as inherited furniture but as a tested and 
chosen conviction. For many of those students, that class didn't just prepare 
them for university. It anchored them for life.  

At some point, observation has to give way to presence. 

7. Incarnate First — Don't Just Visit 

Understanding a culture and living in it are two very different things. The 
most effective disciplemakers in history have been those who stayed long 
enough for the culture to become ordinary to them — long enough that they 
stopped noticing the exotic and started seeing the everyday. 

Jesus didn't drop a message from heaven. He moved into the neighborhood 
(John 1:14). The Word became flesh — not a document, not a declaration, not 
a program. Flesh. Present. Near. Dusty. That is our model. 

This takes time that most ministry structures don't budget for. The best 
cultural intelligence accumulates through shared meals, hard conversations, 
the rhythms of celebration and grief, and the thousand small unremarkable 
interactions that only happen when you are genuinely present over time. 

Before I tell you more about Jared, I need to tell you about Carl and Peggy 
Dunlap. Because without them, there may have been no Jared story to tell. 

My first full-time ministry position took me from the New York metro area — 
the only world I had ever known as an adult — to Shippensburg, 
Pennsylvania: a rural college town of about 6,000 people, served by a 
traditional church of about 300. I was twenty-two years old, fresh out of 
college, carrying all my NYC energy, cultural assumptions, and twenty-
something immaturity. I was not quickly embraced. Almost immediately I 
began doing what I had been called to do: reaching unchurched local 
teenagers and bringing them into the life of the church by the hundreds. For 
a safe, settled, Mayberry-like congregation, this was not a small disruption. 
Looking back, I could have been considerably more culturally sensitive. I was 
passionate and probably more bull-in-a-china-shop than shepherd. 

Into that gap stepped Carl and Peggy Dunlap. They had three boys of their 
own, one still youth age when I arrived, and they decided — with a generosity 
I still cannot fully explain — to take this city slicker in as a fourth son. Carl 
gave me part-time work on his carpentry crew and taught me his trade to 
supplement my part-time pastor's income. Peggy taught Teresa and me how 
to set up our first home, and brought us handmade curtains for our dining 
room, sewn by a local seamstress. They defended me when people were 
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suspicious of my methods. They took the blows. They funded and fundraised 
for the budget this exploding youth ministry needed. And they kept showing 
up — with encouragement, provision, and a love that said you belong here 
long before I had fully earned that belonging. 

Without the Dunlaps, I would have gotten discouraged and quit far earlier 
than the eight years I eventually gave to that community. Instead, they built 
the foundation beneath a ministry that saw hundreds of teenagers get 
genuinely excited about following Jesus — many of whom are in ministry 
themselves today. 

The Dunlaps were not alone in this. Jack and Norma Diehl. Wayne and Pat 
Hawkins. And my elderly prayer warriors — women like Helen Wingerd, who 
was in her nineties and on her knees on my behalf when I was still too young 
to fully understand what that kind of intercession costs and what it's worth. 
Their names and faces are as present to me now as the day they showed up. 

They all taught me something I have never forgotten: cultural immersion runs 
in both directions. They didn't ask me to become someone I wasn't. They 
helped me become who I was supposed to be — in that place, in that 
community, with those people. That is a gift no seminary could have given 
me. 

I watched Jared Ayers — that same young man who had sat in equipping 
classes and traveled to Eastern Europe as a teenager, who had served 
alongside me for five years in Lancaster — live this out with breathtaking 
commitment as an adult. He asked if I would join him to co-lead and plant a 
second campus of his Philadelphia church in the western suburbs — an area 
known as the Main Line. I prayed over that invitation with sober awareness. 
Billy Graham once said the Philadelphia Main Line was among the most 
unresponsive places to the gospel he had ever encountered. David Brooks, in 
Bobos in Paradise, had painted a precise portrait of exactly the cultural 
world we were entering — highly educated, creative, progressive 
professionals who had blended bohemian values with bourgeois ambition 
into a new upper-class identity, complete with its own gods, its own 
vocabulary, and its own profound unnamed spiritual restlessness. 

Jared didn't study Rittenhouse Square from a distance. He moved into it — 
Budget truck, wife Monica, two-year-old son, dog, the whole thing. To his left: 
a university professor who thought anyone who believed in God was, in his 
words, "an idiot." To his right: tattooed DJs running something called the 
Drunk Spelling Bee. Across the hall: a woman with alcohol-induced dementia. 
Down the way: sort-of-Jewish, sort-of-Hindu career professionals on a vague 
spiritual search. That was his parish. He didn't parachute in for programming 

12

http://concentricglobal.org


concentricglobal.org	

— he lived there. What grew from that incarnational presence, through the 
strange providence of God, became liberti church — a congregation of 
several hundred people at the center of the city's life. 

What I want you to see in Jared's story is not just a church planting strategy. 
It is a disciplemaking chain across a generation. A teenager in Eastern 
Europe learning to ask better questions. Five years of mentorship in 
Lancaster. A willingness to move into the neighborhood. And a church that 
now exists because someone was willing to be present long enough to be 
trusted. 

This is what it looks like when disciplemaking multiplies — not just 
in numbers, but in depth and in generations. 

My own experience planting the second Liberti campus on the Main Line 
taught me the same lesson at some cost. It took us about five years before 
we were actually able to move into the community we were planting in. And 
here is what surprised me: even though we were in the same county, only a 
couple of towns over, the cultural nuances were distinct and real. We still had 
to listen and learn. 

Am I a guest in this culture, or am I becoming a neighbor? Guests observe. 
Neighbors participate. Disciples are made by neighbors. 

8. Learn the Language — All the Way Down 

Incarnation requires communication — and real communication requires 
language. Not just vocabulary, but the full texture of how a people express 
what they care about most. 

Language is culture made audible. The proverbs, idioms, humor, and 
untranslatable words of any language reveal what the people treasure most 
deeply. The disciplemaker who relies entirely on translation is always working 
one step removed from the heart. You can get the words right and still miss 
the music entirely. 

Even those working through translators should learn enough of the language 
to notice when something feels different in the original. Learn the proverbs — 
they carry generations of compressed cultural wisdom in a single phrase. 
Learn the blessings and the insults — they reveal what a culture considers 
sacred and what it considers shameful. Often those two things together will 
tell you more about a culture's soul than any textbook. 
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My father spoke four languages — a gift that served him well during his years 
in military intelligence. It also, on one memorable occasion, kept him out of a 
Cold War jail cell. As a young officer in Berlin — having perhaps enjoyed one 
or two more local beers than was strictly advisable — he accepted a dare to 
climb the Berlin Wall. Near the top, the local authorities arrived. What 
followed was a rather animated conversation in fluent German, at the end of 
which my father was escorted safely off the wall with nothing more than a 
stern look and a firm warning. His friend, who spoke no German, may not 
have fared quite as well — family legend is a little vague on whether my 
father's fluency bought them both a get-out-of-jail card or whether his 
companion spent a memorable night as a guest of the local authorities. 
Either way, the lesson was not lost on me: language is the difference between 
being seen as a friend and being seen as a threat. 

Language is not just a ministry tool. It is the thing that makes 
people decide whether you are with them or merely passing 
through. 

Learn enough to show that you are trying. Try enough to show that you care. 
And remember — language is not only words. Food is a language. Music is a 
language. Showing up is a language. Staying is a language. Learn them all. 

9. Let Local Disciples Be Your Teachers 

You can study a culture from the outside for years and still miss what a local 
disciple knows instinctively. The most important cultural guides you will ever 
have are the people you are already walking with. 

They know their own culture from the inside — which bridges you're missing, 
which mines you're about to step on. They know things they don't even know 
they know — assumptions so deep they have never needed to name them 
until you ask. 

One of the most powerful habits a disciplemaker can develop is regularly 
asking local disciples: "Does this make sense in your culture? Is there a better 
way to say this? What does this passage mean to you — not to me, but to 
you?" That kind of dialogue doesn't dilute your message. It deepens and 
sharpens it. It is how the global church has always done its most durable 
theology — at the intersection of the living Word and the living world. 

When I was in youth ministry, I spent enormous time simply listening and 
observing teenagers — watching what they engaged with, what made them 
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laugh, what made them go quiet. Whatever your context, talk to the locals 
and you will become more fluent in their dialect. 

This is also one of the most beautiful things about multiplying disciples. As 
you pour into local leaders who are rooted in their own soil, they become 
translators — not just of language but of meaning, not just of words but of 
worlds — in ways no outsider ever could be. 

Their fluency becomes your bridge. And in time, their disciples 
become bridges you will never meet — carrying the gospel into 
rooms and cultures you could never have reached on your own. 

All of this leads somewhere—and it’s simpler than we expect. 

10. Meet People in Their Need — and Let Them Meet You at the Table 

All of this — the questions, the frameworks, the listening, the learning, the 
language, the long obedience of staying present — is finally in service of 
something profoundly simple: showing up for people where they actually are, 
and letting them show up for you. 

Earlier this year I arrived two days early for a global conference in Addis 
Ababa. My years of global ministry have given me the extraordinary privilege 
of knowing at least one genuine friend in most countries of the world, and 
Ethiopia is no exception. The morning after I arrived, I was picked up at my 
hotel by a dear brother named Samson — a man who ministers throughout 
Ethiopia and the surrounding region with a contagious love, sharp 
intelligence, and warmth that makes you want to do life with him every single 
day. 

He took me and two South African colleagues through the city — through the 
sprawling Mercato, one of Africa's largest open-air markets, alive with color 
and commerce and the layered complexity of a civilization far older than 
most Westerners can fully comprehend. We stopped for coffee — ancient, 
single-origin Ethiopian coffee, the kind that reminds you that what most of 
the world drinks is a distant and inferior cousin to the original. We walked 
and talked and laughed and listened. 

And then Samson and his wife did something that undid me completely. They 
invited us into their home for a traditional Ethiopian meal. A communal plate. 
Handmade injera. Dishes I couldn't name but didn't need to. And then, after 
the meal, an Ethiopian coffee ceremony — the full, unhurried, ancient ritual of 
roasting, grinding, brewing, and sharing, performed with the kind of 
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intentionality that reminded me that some cultures have never forgotten that 
eating and drinking together is a sacred act. 

I was brought to tears. Not because the food was exceptional — though it 
was. Not because the hospitality was generous — though it was beyond 
anything I deserved. I was brought to tears because I felt, sitting in that 
home, what I can only describe as holy ground. The presence of Christ in the 
love of Samson and his wife was as tangible as anything I have ever 
experienced in a church building. And I was undone by the realization of how 
much we in the West have lost — how thoroughly we have evacuated the 
table of its theological weight, how rarely we invite people into the sacred 
space of our homes and most cherished traditions, how efficiently we have 
replaced presence with programming. 

I am grateful that I have the privilege of breaking bread with my Christian 
community in one another's homes every other week when I am back in 
Philadelphia. But that evening in Addis reminded me how much more is 
possible — and how much is at stake. 

The table is not a metaphor. It is a method. 

It is, in fact, the method — the one Jesus used more than almost any other. He 
didn't primarily reach people through lectures. He reached them through 
meals. He was accused, more than once, of spending too much time eating 
and drinking with the wrong people. That accusation is one of the finest 
summaries of incarnational ministry ever written. I suspect He wore the title 
friend of sinners with no reluctance. 

Jesus didn't only teach the woman at the well about living water. He first 
asked her for a drink. He entered her need before He addressed her thirst. He 
met Zacchaeus's hunger for dignity before He named his sin — the invitation 
to dinner was not the reward for repentance but the catalyst for it. God did 
not send a message from a distance. He came close in the flesh. He got 
dusty. He ate with people who embarrassed the religious establishment. He 
let a sinful woman wash His feet with her hair and her tears. 

Cultural exegesis without love eventually collapses into anthropology. It 
produces insights without relationships, analysis without transformation, 
understanding without the one thing that actually changes anyone. 

People can sense when they are being studied. They can also 
sense when they are being loved. And it is love — not cultural 
competency — that ultimately opens the door. 
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Study the culture. Learn its language. Ask its questions. Map its longings. But 
never mistake the preparation for the thing itself. The thing itself is a table. An 
open door. A communal plate. A cup of coffee offered with both hands and a 
heart that says: you are worth my time, my home, my best, and my presence. 

Before our launch team for the second Liberti campus started meeting, we 
conducted an extensive study — interviewing hundreds of people on the 
Philadelphia Main Line with pointed questions to help shape our strategy. But 
the most important work we did was gathering in homes, breaking bread, 
eating, laughing, getting to know each other, and doing life together. That is 
the idea here. 

To exegete a culture is to listen deeply, discern carefully, and love patiently 
enough to make the gospel heard. 

A Final Word: Jesus as the Ultimate Cultural Exegete 

With all of this in view, return to the One who modeled it perfectly. 

Jesus looked at the woman at the well and saw her culture's architecture of 
shame, her personal history of broken belonging, and her genuine spiritual 
thirst — and He addressed all three at once. He looked at Zacchaeus and 
saw a man his culture had written off, and He did the most culturally loaded 
thing possible: He invited Himself to dinner. He stood in a synagogue in 
Nazareth, unrolled a scroll His audience had heard since childhood, and 
declared — in their own language, in their own sacred space — that what 
they had been waiting for was standing in front of them. He told stories 
drawn from the most charged imagery of His context — vineyards, fishing, 
weddings, sheep, prodigal sons — to make the Kingdom legible to ordinary 
people in ordinary places. 

Jesus was not a detached theologian lobbing truth from a safe distance. He 
was the most complete cultural exegete in history — because He loved the 
people He came to. Love is what drives the curiosity. Love is what sustains the 
patience through the years when nothing seems to be working. Love is what 
earns the right to speak. And love is what keeps the disciplemaker's message 
tethered to the person rather than the program. 

To the youth pastor in Bangkok who is three years in and wondering if 
anything will ever connect — keep going. You are planting things you will not 
see in this season. The harvest is coming. 

To the church planter in India, the house church leader in Morocco, the 
pastor in Romania carrying the weight of a generation of wounds — you are 
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not alone. The God who sent you is already present in the culture you are 
entering, working in the longings of people who do not yet know His name. 

Newbigin was right. Every culture in our world — the post-Communist streets 
of Prague, the spiritually restless neighborhoods of Philadelphia, the honor-
bound communities of the Middle East, the animist villages of Southeast Asia, 
the secular lecture halls of the Western university, the sprawling markets of 
Addis Ababa — is a mission field waiting for a genuine encounter with a 
gospel that belongs to none of us and is available to all of us. 

The nations are not waiting for more programs. They are waiting for 
disciplemakers who will do the hard, patient, humble, joyful work of learning 
their culture deeply enough, loving their people genuinely enough, and 
staying long enough to be trusted with the most sacred thing a human being 
can offer: an invitation to their table. 

Go. Learn the culture. Love the people. Find their longings. Name the One 
those longings point to. 

And when someone invites you to their table — go. Eat whatever is set before 
you. Stay as long as they will have you. 

Because that is exactly what Jesus would do. It is, in fact, exactly what He did. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Concentric Global is a global alliance of organizations committed to Biblical 
leadership equipping and Jesus-centric disciplemaking movements to the 
nations. Learn more at concentricglobal.org. 

Further Reading & Key Resources 

These are the thinkers and books referenced in this article, along with a few 
additional resources worth your time as you develop your cultural exegesis 
skills. 

On Gospel and Culture — The Foundations 

Lesslie Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and Western Culture 
(Eerdmans, 1986) — A great starting point for understanding why Western 
secular culture demands a missionary response. Short, readable, and 
prophetic. 
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Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralistic Society (Eerdmans, 1989) — 
Newbigin's most comprehensive engagement with how the gospel speaks 
into a culture of competing truth claims. 

David Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission 
(Orbis, 1991) — A historical panorama of Christian mission. Dense but 
invaluable. 

On Culture, Formation, and Worldview 

James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural 
Formation (Baker Academic, 2009) — Argues that humans are formed by loves 
and habits more than ideas. Reframes how we think about culture entirely. 

James K.A. Smith, How (Not) To Be Secular: Reading Charles Taylor (Eerdmans, 
2014) — An accessible guide to Charles Taylor's work on Western secularism. 
Read this before attempting Taylor himself. 

Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Harvard University Press, 2007) — The most 
rigorous account of how Western culture moved from an enchanted world to 
a secular one. Demanding but rewarding for serious students. 

David Brooks, Bobos in Paradise: The New Upper Class and How They Got 
There (Simon & Schuster, 2000) — One of the best cultural exegesis pieces I 
have read. Written about the educated professional class in the last 
generation. Essential for anyone working in Western urban or university 
contexts. 

On Contextualization and Cultural Exegesis 

Paul Hiebert, Anthropological Insights for Missionaries (Baker, 1985) — A 
foundational text for understanding how anthropology and missiology 
belong together. Every cross-cultural worker should read this. 

Paul Hiebert, Transforming Worldviews: An Anthropological Understanding of 
How People Change (Baker Academic, 2008) — Hiebert’s full framework for 
understanding how cultures think and how transformation happens from the 
inside. 

Tim Keller, Center Church: Doing Balanced, Gospel-Centered Ministry in Your 
City (Zondervan, 2012) — The best single-volume integration of gospel, city, 
and culture. Keller's method in full. My copy is earmarked to the hilt. 

Jared Ayers, "Meeting Calvin in Rittenhouse Square," The Reformed Journal 
(October 2014) — A field report from the front lines of church planting in 

19

http://concentricglobal.org


concentricglobal.org	

secular Philadelphia. Honest, theologically grounded, and practically 
instructive. Available at reformedjournal.com. 

On the Translatability of the Gospel 

Andrew Walls, The Missionary Movement in Christian History: Studies in the 
Transmission of Faith (Orbis, 1996) — Essential on why the gospel translates 
across cultures without being owned by any one of them. 

Lamin Sanneh, Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture 
(Orbis, 1989) — A compelling argument that Bible translation dignifies and 
vindicates indigenous cultures rather than erasing them. 

Don Richardson, Peace Child (Regal Books, 1974) — The classic missionary 
memoir that gave us the concept of redemptive analogies. Gripping. 

On Honor, Shame, and Global Gospel Frameworks 

Jayson Georges, The 3D Gospel: Ministry in Guilt, Shame, and Fear Cultures 
(Timē Press, 2014) — Brief, practical, and genuinely eye-opening. Essential for 
anyone working outside Western cultural frameworks — and increasingly 
relevant within them. 

Jayson Georges, Ministering in Honor-Shame Cultures: Biblical Foundations 
and Practical Essentials (IVP Academic, 2016) — The fuller treatment of his 
research, with transferable ministry applications. 

On Youth Culture and North American Contexts 

Walt Mueller, Engaging the Soul of Youth Culture: Bridging Teen Worldviews 
and Christian Truth (IVP, 2006) — Mueller's Center for Youth and Parent 
Understanding (cpyu.org) remains one of the best ongoing resources for 
reading youth and popular culture critically and compassionately. 

Steve Kaptain, Acculturation to Globalized Youth Culture in Asian Honor-
Shame Contexts: Competing Value Systems and Identity Formation Among 
Secondary Students in Kathmandu, Nepal (Malaysia Baptist Theological 
Seminary, 2021) — The doctoral research behind Concentric's equipping 
session on moral frameworks. Rigorous, field-tested, and essential for anyone 
working with youth in honor-shame cultural contexts in Asia and beyond. 
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# Practice Core Question Key Discipline

1 Become a Learner Am I entering with curiosity or 
conclusions?

Listen 3x more than you 
speak

2 Ask Better Questions What is this culture actually 
asking?

Probe fear, hope, 
honor, pain, story

3 Map the Moral 
Framework

Does this culture operate from 
guilt, shame, or fear?

Identify the dominant 
framework

4 Read Cultural Texts What do their stories confess? Monthly film/music/
book habit

5 Find Redemptive 
Analogies

Where is the Spirit already at 
work?

Look for longings the 
culture can't fill

6 Distinguish Good/
Broken/Idolatrous

What do I affirm, redeem, 
confront?

Practice critical 
contextualization

7 Incarnate First Am I a guest or a neighbor? Stay long enough to be 
trusted

8 Learn the Language Am I working one step removed? Learn proverbs, 
blessings, insults

9 Learn from Local 
Disciples What do they know that I can't? Ask "what does this 

mean to you?"

10 Meet People at the 
Table

Am I present or just 
programmatic?

Open your home. 
Accept invitations.
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