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Intercultural Relationship
Introducing the Person

As I am a Chinese from Hong Kong and serving in a church ministering to only Chinese first generation immigrants, I chose an American to do this assignment of intercultural relationship. I often had my breakfast at the Burger King on Powell Blvd. and Foster Road. I often saw an American gentleman having breakfast at about the same time but I had never interacted with him and asked his name. All I could tell was that he was probably a mentally challenged person. He often worked hard to write down ideas of how the City could improve the environment and then went to talk with other customers.  
Early October I decided to have intercultural relationship with him. The next morning I deliberately moved my eating position from my ‘usual table’ to a table next to that gentleman. I ‘tried’ to strike a conversation with him during the next 45 minutes. I learned that his name was Don (last name omitted to protect confidentiality) that morning. Over the last month, I tried to interact with Don almost every morning for at least thirty minutes. So the total length of time of interaction was over ten hours. 

Don’s Home Culture and Difference with My Culture


Firstly, Don’s home culture was probably more liberal, emphasizing individual freedom. As he was obviously mentally challenged and appeared to be quite fragile or vulnerable, I was wondering why his family members would let him hang out alone. What if he upset people and got beaten up! So, I think Don’s home culture was not as protective as Chinese culture. If Don were a family member of one of our Chinese brothers or sisters, he would not have been allowed to hang out in a Burger King alone.

Secondly, I believe the person space with Don’s home culture was larger than that of my culture. The first morning of interaction I seated myself at the table next to his and had a conversation. He seemed all right with that. The next morning I tried to do the same but I noticed there was some uneasiness on his face and with some of his gestures. The third morning I seated myself two tables from his. The expressions of uneasiness on his face seemed to have disappeared.

Thirdly, Don was pretty conscious of the boundaries that he didn’t want to cross as regards the topic of conversation. When I asked him whether or not he was church going, he immediately said, ‘My mom doesn’t want me to talk about church!’ Then he changed to talk about his new ideas to the City.  With my culture, people seldom came up with such a response. Usually they would talk a little bit more and then gradually changed to another topic instead of abruptly ending a topic.


Fourthly, I noticed that he was very enthusiastic in talking about his great ideas of having the City do this and that. However, when I tried to ask him some questions regarding his personal background, he responded with little motivation. He did not develop those topics relating to his personal stuff. It looked like he enjoyed having me listen to his ideas and then briefly respond with words like ‘Good!’, ‘Great!’, ‘Good idea!’, ‘I see’, or simply restate what he had said to show that I was listening. Within our Chinese culture, many people were not so concerned about the City’s policies. On the contrary, if prompted to talk about their personal lives or experiences, they would enjoy sharing their personal experiences. Most of the time, I did not feel that I needed to say some cheering words to Chinese. It seemed that Chinese were more inclined to share their personal stories.    
Analysis of Don’s Core Beliefs Using the Cultural Onion Model

        As a matter of fact, Don might not be a typical individual to represent an average American because of his mental status. However, it was still possible to make some speculations about the core beliefs of his home culture based on some of his artifacts and behaviors. Firstly, I was impressed by his resilience in writing down ideas for the City’s improvement and his enthusiasm in sharing the ideas with people including strangers. Unfortunately his mental status didn’t allow him to realize that most of his ideas would not get accepted. However he pressed on and hand-delivered his written ‘proposals’ to the post office workers and fire stations. I believe his behaviors reflected the civic-mindedness as well as the heroism of the American culture. Probably most American people believe that it is the duty of a civilian to be responsible for the common good of the society which includes many people they might not have personal relationship with. It might also reflect the core belief that to be a hero that ‘saved the world’ was of a higher value than ‘satisfying the needs of oneself and/or one’s own family members’. It was not difficult for me to make this speculation because his behavior was in a distinct contrast with an imagined Chinese counterpart in my mind. Such a Chinese would probably focus on doing something good for himself and/or the people he knew personally. 

Secondly, the personal space and boundaries of conversation that I observed during my interaction with Don encouraged me to tentatively conclude that the culture of individualism in America was probably stronger than the culture of collectivism. Chinese would feel more comfortable sitting closer together when having a conversation even with a new acquaintance. Besides, Chinese in general would not respond to a question saying ‘I don’t want to talk about that’ because they tended to cherish the value of ‘mutual acceptance’ than that of ‘having my own way’.


Lastly, though Don was mentally challenged, his appearance was very neat and his attire was clean and nice (the look rather than the property) and appropriate to the weather of the day. Probably his family members also helped him in maintaining his daily hygiene and grooming. It impressed me because Chinese normally did not place much emphasis on these things because these things were not as pragmatic as food, drink, safety and comfort. It might reflect the core belief of the American people that the needs of human beings were more than those of animals. Human beings did not just crave after basic physical needs but also psychological or spiritual needs. Tastes and beauty would mean more to an average American than their Chinese counterpart.

A Review of Cross-Cultural Adaptability Goal

      In order for me to do better in the area of Personal Autonomy while interacting with my intercultural contact, I needed the help of God to form three attitudes: (1) a fruitful relationship can only be the result of the blessing of God; (2) The blessing of God can only happen when we obey His will; (3) Interacting with each other truthfully and respectfully is the will of God. I tried my best to keep these three attitudes and so I prayed ceaselessly under my breath, ‘Lord what should I do now?’ when interacting with Don. When I sensed that he was feeling uneasy, I prayed the same prayer. I felt that it was the Spirit who told me to respect his personal space. So I moved one table further away the next day. However, as I was not sure if I would develop long-term relationship with Don, I did not push harder on the dimension of interacting truthfully. I didn’t tell him that I was doing an assignment and I didn’t ask him why he looked not interested in my personal story.
As regards the following measurable indicators of growth I tried my best to monitor my efforts in the suitable areas when interacting with Don:

1. When there is something about the inter-cultural contact that rubs me the wrong way, I do not react to it right away when I am still emotional. Result: When I asked Don if he was church going, he simply said, ‘My mom doesn’t want me to talk about that.’ I was a little impatient but I tried to relax and let him move on to another topic. 
2. Before meeting with him/her the next time, I prepare notes regarding my uncomfortable feeling and the reflections on my part. Result: I didn’t practice this one because I figured that it would not be suitable for a short term relationship. After all, Don was a mentally challenged person.
3. I write down clearly how to open the conversation in a ‘truthful and respectful’ manner. Result: I did train myself to ‘not’ open a conversation with a question which might seem too intimidating for Don. Quite often I opened the conversation simply saying, ‘You have written many ideas today!’.
4. I will not interrupt him/her when he/she tries to ‘push back’. Result: He didn’t push back because I didn’t challenge him.
5. I will ask him/her to allow me to finish my speech when I am interrupted. Result: I didn’t do it because I was not interrupted.
6. AT least twice I will state intentionally my good will of learning to respect other cultures without forsaking my personal identity. Result: I didn’t do it because it was not suitable to say it to Don. 
7. I will clearly state my own attitude or behavioral pattern in the area concerned at least once. Result: I didn’t do it because it was not suitable to say it to Don.
8. I will clearly express my interest in understanding how he/she thinks or feels in the area concerned. Result: Quite often I said to Don, ‘Good idea’, ‘Interesting’, etc. 
9. I will express to him/her that I treasure genuine friendship with him/her. Result: I did that through my genuine smile, sustained attention when he was speaking and warm gestures. 
10. I will express my belief that genuine friendship can only be the result of cherishing each other without trying to force the other party to change.  Result: I did that by not forcing him to talk about what I wanted to hear, e.g. religion. 
In the future I may need to try to interact with an intercultural contact that is not mentally challenged so as to practice a full range of cross-cultural adaptability skills. What’s more, I believe 10 hours’ interaction is not long enough to lay the ‘foundation of trust and commitment’ for more in-depth interaction to happen. As a matter of fact, I can hardly run out of opportunities to practice these skills because I am a Chinese living here in America. Over the last five years in the Western Seminary I have practiced a lot of these skills. One scripture helps me a lot: Romans 12:18 ‘If possible, so far as it depends upon you, live peacefully with all’. 
