
 
 

 

4 The experience of Intercultural Living 
 

 
 
 

Video 
https://vimeo.com/386868624/d07766b061 
 

Scripture Passage 
Road to Emmaus Lk 24:13-35 

Reading 

 
“Interculturality in Religious Congregations: Challenges and Promise” 

Marianna Jung, FMM 

 
 
Panel on Formation through the Lens of Interculturality 
 
I. Introduction – My Story 

 
I am a member of the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary. We are an international religious 
congregation of close to 6100 members in 74 countries - 80 different nationalities. In Canada, we 
have 112 sisters of 20 different nationalities. 
With my parents and my younger brother, I immigrated to Canada 34 years ago. My sister, who was 
married and already living in Canada, sponsored our coming. Without much knowledge of English, I 
started a new life in Edmonton. Learning a new language and facing a new culture, new weather and 
a new way of living was not easy. Five years later, I entered the Congregation of the Franciscan 
Missionaries of Mary. My formation in the Pre-novitiate and Novitiate was in Calgary and Edmonton. 
After my first profession, I went to Winnipeg. Since Canada did not fully recognize what I had 
studied in Korea, I studied again and I finished my B.Ed. at the University of Winnipeg. Afterwards I 
was sent on mission to Nunavut for eight years. Another new life had started… another new culture 
and a new language- Inuktitut. I did not learn much Inuktitut, only all the prayers, since all the 
children spoke English. 
 

Then again I was called to go to a new mission, Madoc, Ontario, a place where I could speak English. 
Then I went to England for one year of Franciscan studies for formators, of course in English but… in 
another culture. 
 
Then, I arrived in Gatineau, QC. 
I remember that just before I returned to Canada, I was so afraid to go to Gatineau… Yes, it was 
partly because of my new mission as a novice mistress… but I was more afraid to be in a French 
community. 
 
I was supposed to have learned French before I started my mission as a formator, but as you know, 
life does not always go as we plan. And yet, here I am!!! 
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II. Intercultural Community 
 
How do we live in an intercultural community? How do we prepare our sisters and brothers to 
receive new members from other countries? For me, there is no one right answer. It all depends on 
each one’s history and the circumstances in each congregation. 
 

There is no one way to receive our sisters and brothers from other Provinces. Each one of us has to 
open his/her heart to receive his/her brothers and sisters. There is no formula, except love and faith. 
When a new member arrives in the Community, we usually ask the member to adapt to the new 
situation, but for me it doesn’t work that way – it’s not only the new member, but the whole 
community that has to adapt together. We have to create a new community. By welcoming others, 
our mission becomes a transformation. We come out from ourselves, from our shells, to welcome 
and to help fellow members of our Congregations to take up the mission which God has confided to 
us in Canada. 
 
Sometimes when we are so used to doing things in one way, it is not easy to be disturbed. But we 
must leave our comfort zone and be disturbed for the sake of others, to help them to grow and 
adapt to our country, and to mission together in our religious community. We have to break out of 
our own routines to welcome new sisters and brothers. 
 
We have to aim at intercultural living, not multicultural living. 
 

 For those who come to Canada, there are so many things to learn about life in 
Canada. 

 And for those who receive others from other countries, there are also many things 
to learn about others’ culture and their background, and how to share their own 
Canadian culture. 

For example, in our Novitiate, we had five novices from different cultural backgrounds over seven 
years. The first two novices were born in Canada, but their parents came from Europe – from the 
Czech Republic and the Netherlands. After that, we had two novices from the United States, an 
American-Korean and an American-Vietnamese, and another novice who came from Iraq. Our 
formation team was formed with three Sisters from different backgrounds – one Canadian 
(Québécoise), one Sister from Madagascar, and myself, Canadian-Korean. 
 
The first thing we did was to get to know each other. Each one of us prepared information about our 
own country, culture, food, and our families. Each one presented this information to the group 
according to her own talents, using PowerPoint or showing photos. Through all this sharing, we 
learned and came to know about each person and became a part of each other’s lives. We 
celebrated important feasts together, for example, we celebrated the Feast of Saint Nicholas, 
putting our boots near the fireplace and waiting with anticipation. We saw that the next day St. 
Nicholas had passed by to give us chocolate! We celebrated Chinese New Year and 
received blessings from the older Sisters, and of course, we received money, too, with the blessing. 
This is a very special custom in much of Asia. But we also celebrated Canadian and American feasts. 
We enjoyed a variety of foods: Canadian, American, Vietnamese, Korean, European, Malagasy, and 
Iraqi food. 
 

Our liturgy was prepared according to each one’s creativity. 
So in this way, we celebrated everyone’s differences and came to know and appreciate one another, 
becoming a part of each other’s life. With all of our sharing, the whole world became our home. And 
that is as our Mother Foundress said: “The whole world is our home.” 
 

Of course, it was not always easy to understand one another because of difference in culture and 
difference in background. 
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An Experience of Deeper Understanding 
 
Once I planned with our three novices to go to the United States, as we are an inter-province 
novitiate. We were planning to attend a Franciscan formation session. The Iraqi novice came to me 
and she excused herself from going to the USA as she said she did not know much English. I 
encouraged her to attend with us because I knew her English was good enough to follow the 
session. So she came. After the session, we visited and stayed with our Sisters in New York. The 
Sisters arranged for us to go to the 9/11 site and memorial. The memorial connected us with the 
memory of the innocent people who had been killed. In silence, we were able to pray and we found 
it very moving. We were also touched by the OFM Chaplain who had been killed and we prayed for 
him. When we came back to Canada, we shared our experiences. The Iraqi novice shared with me 
that it was a very touching experience to remember all those innocent people who had died, but for 
her it was not an easy experience to be in the United States. She also thought, “How many innocent 
people in Iraq have been killed by American soldiers?” And she thought how all these people had 
not been recognized with memorials. She felt it was not fair. Those who lost loved ones could not 
just consider them “collateral damage” as military reports did. Between us there was silence. I didn’t 
know what to say. I simply said, “Sorry!” I had never thought of how she would feel going to the 
United States, and I hadn’t thought about how her experiences in Iraq would impact her trip there. 
This was my moment of understanding and conversion. 

III. For those who are arriving in a new country or community and for those who are 
receiving, we should keep in mind three P-words for both sides: 

Prayer 
 
Patience 

To be patient with myself To be patient with others 
To be patient with the circumstances  

Perseverance 

A. Prayer, Patience, and Perseverance for those who are arriving in Canada 

1. Prayer: 
We are all here together because of God’s calling. We should never forget why we are here in this 
mission; it is because God has united us, calling us to live together and to follow him. As Pope Francis 
said, “The consecrated life is a call to incarnate the Good News, to follow Christ, the crucified and 
risen one, to take on Jesus’s way of living and acting as the Incarnate Word in relation to the Father 
and in relation to our brothers and sisters.” In prayer, God gives us strength. In prayer we bring 
reconciliation among our brothers and sisters. In prayer, with Him, we build our community together 
and this is why our prayer life is very important. It is our foundation. Christ is the centre of our 
community life. 
2. Patience – In patience there are three different parts. 

1) The first is to be patient with oneself 
We must be patient with ourselves. When we come to a new place, with enthusiasm we want to do 
so many things, but we cannot, and there are many things that we have to learn about and adjust to 
first. 
 
Our sisters and brothers arriving in Canada have often already accomplished so much at home or in 
other missions, but when they come to Canada, they are limited by language and cultural differences 
and can easily become discouraged. 
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We should encourage those arriving to be patient with themselves because it takes time to learn new 
things. At first they might feel alone, shy, and uncomfortable in their new surroundings. But with 
time everything will become easier. 
 

2) To be patient with others 
They will see different ways of reacting to others and different ways of doing things. 
Misunderstanding could happen because of not knowing different cultures. For example, when one 
of our young sisters came to Canada, it was so difficult for her to see an elderly sister doing cleaning, 
washing her clothes and hanging them outside. She tried to help her as she did in her country - that 
is one of the ways of respecting elders in her country. The elderly Canadian sister became frustrated 
and upset with this younger sister. She could not understand why she was always disturbing her, 
and the newcomer could not understand why this elderly sister was so angry with her and always 
avoided her. 
 

3)  To be patient with the circumstances 
They will see that many things are not what they are used to in their own country – they have to 
learn what it means to be in Canada, accepting Canadian culture – and then try to understand others 
in the light of their cultural insight. 
 
Why do they do things like this in Canada? 
Why do they do things this way in the community? 
Questions will arise since our circumstances are certainly not the same, and the way things operate 
is not the same. For example, the work that we do in Canada is different from other countries 
because we do not have large institutions. We have to go out and look for our own jobs, so our 
work-life becomes more individualistic. There are not many young members, so the life style can be 
so different. 
 
One Sister who had arrived told me, “I don’t want to see any more snow. I am tired of looking at 
snow!” Even though she was so excited and happy to see snow when she had first arrived. 
St. Vincent de Paul reminds us “Don’t go faster than Providence.” 

 
3. Perseverance 
All the differences those arriving have to face might become overwhelming and lead to 
discouragement. For instance, in their country they might have accomplished many things, but here 
they may not know the language or know the system. The limitations might lead to an experience of 
nothingness. Then the question comes, “What am I doing here?” At such a time, they need to 
continue and persevere. 
 
When I came to Canada from Korea, one person told me to wait three years and then decide what 
to do, but before that, I should not make any decision about going back to Korea. This is how long 
the adjustment to a new country can take. I used to complain to God, “Why have You brought me 
here? If I were in Korea, I would already be a Sister; I could do so much more work for You.” Many 
trials come at the beginning of our mission in a new place, but that does not mean that we are in the 
wrong place. 
 

B. Prayer, Patience, and Perseverance for those who are receiving sisters and brothers 

1. Prayer 
The newcomers must feel desired, wanted, accepted and loved as they are, and not as we want them 
to be. This quality of receiving rests upon prayer and the conversion of heart. 
In our Constitutions we say, “Prayer, which is of itself evangelizing, stimulates and strengthens our 
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missionary thrust. It welcomes and makes its own the cultural riches of peoples, as it brings before 
God their hopes and their praise”. (FMM constitutions 12) 

2. Patience 

1) The first is to be patient with oneself 
For those of us who are receiving sisters or brothers on Mission, we too must remember to be 
patient with ourselves. At times, it might feel very stressful to accept other cultures which we have 
never experienced, and sometimes we might think, “Why can I not accept others?” We are adjusting 
too. 
 
For example, often people ask me where I come from, and then immediately, before I can answer, 
they ask, “Are you Chinese?” When I say I am Korean, sometimes they will say, “Oh, Japanese, 
Korean and Chinese are all the same to me.” I respond, “Yes, just as Americans and Canadians are 
the same.” And then their eyes open wide, and right away, they say, “No, no! We are so different.” It 
is the same with us: we, too, are different. So we should not judge; we have to understand the other 
culture before making assumptions. 

2) To be patient with others 
Be patient with others, with new sisters and brothers. Try to accept their differences and try to 
understand. As in the Prayer of St. Francis, seek more to understand than to be understood. And try 
to understand their culture and where they are coming from; put yourself in their shoes. Try to 
imagine how you would feel if you did not understand the language spoken by most of the sisters 
you live with. 
The way of doing things and the way of speaking are so different in each culture, so we need to be 
patient with newcomers and let them be themselves. They will learn slowly in their own time. In the 
beginning, they will speak slowly and be hard to understand. That’s when we need to be patient and 
encouraging. 
 
Remember, these are not teenagers. Often they have already lived full lives in their countries, taken 
responsibilities. In Canada, they start over. But just because they don’t know the language, it doesn’t 
mean they do not know anything. We have to give them the opportunity to try things in Canada for 
the first time, and encourage them when they can’t do it perfectly, or in the way they did something 
back home. Those receiving sisters and brothers should be patient with their mistakes, praise their 
efforts and achievements. 
 

3) To be patient with the circumstances 
While completing various projects within the community or the Province, we need patience to allow 
the new member of the community to integrate. Previously, when there were only Canadians, 
naturally things were done differently, but as new members arrive from different countries, we see 
the shape of the Province beginning to change. For instance, in the cafeteria, there is not only 
tourtière and potatoes, but now we serve noodles and rice as well! Even when there are positive 
changes, though, it still takes time to adjust to a new way of doing things. 

3. Perseverance 
For those of us receiving newcomers to the Community, we too must persevere – even though we 
might be afraid that we are losing our identity as our own Canadian Province. We should think of it 
this way: we are not losing our identity, but building a new identity. It is our turn to receive our 
brothers and sisters from other countries with the same graciousness and hospitality that Canadians 
were received in mission lands in the past. But even so, we know it takes time to grow and build 
something new. 
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4. Conclusion       
It is well worth our while to deepen our lives through Prayer, Patience, and Perseverance. By 
welcoming brothers and sisters into our Provinces, we are creating the Kingdom of God among us, 
with joy and hope. 
I am happy to be an FMM in Canada. I have come a long way. As an immigrant with a vocation, I was 
received in Canada by our Sisters who have loved me as I am and have shown confidence in me. Now 
I am happy to receive other sisters from different countries. 
 

We have different cultures and different languages, but we have a common language – the language 
of Love. 
 
It is in faith that intercultural community is built: God appeals to our freedom to make an active 
contribution. It is in faith that we receive the sisters and brothers He gives us, accepting our 
differences through an attitude of listening, of trust, of forgiveness and of respect for each one’s 
mystery and path. We support one another on our journey towards the Lord. 
 
Marianna Jung, FMM 
 
Workshop for Leaders and Formation Personnel Toronto (Mary Ward Centre) October 21, 2015 
Downloaded from: www: crc-canada.org 
 

 
Possible activity 
Our intercultural misunderstandings can reveal to us our cultural assumptions and how these may 
clash with the assumptions of another culture. If we reflect on what happened we might clarify the 
different cultural frameworks. Then we can sort out differences and respond more appropriately to 
members of another culture with whom we are living or working. 
 
1. Negative Red Flags1 
 
Objective 
To realize that our own strong emotional reactions can be signals that alert us to a clash of cultural 
values or assumptions. With this awareness we can look deeper and discover a different way of 
interpreting what has dismayed us. 
 

Time needed: 45 - 90 minutes 
 

Procedure 
 

1. Divide the group into small groups of 4 – 6. 
2. Distribute the handout below. 
3. A member of the group reads the handout incidents and the group members share similar 

personal incidents they had with cultural others. Before the end the group selects one of 
the best personal examples to share in the plenary group. 

4. In the plenary group the reporter from each small group tells the group’s selected incident 
and the emotional signal which was experienced as a negative red flag 

5. The facilitator leads a discussion on how to use negative red flags for greater cultural 
awareness 

 
 

1 This is adapted from H. Ned Seelye ed. Experiential Activities for Intercultural Learning. (Yarmouth, ME: 
Intercultural Press, 1996) 191-202. 
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Points that can be made: 
- Recognize the extreme emotional reaction or judgmental attitude as a warning signal that 

there is a clash of culture involved in this incident that we should investigate. 
 

- Find out from another foreigner or from a more experienced compatriot how a person from 
the other culture might understand the behavior that has impacted negatively on us. 

 
- Then check with members of the other culture involved (especially if they have lived in your 

culture) how they understand the behavior and what is its historical and cultural background. 
 

- Look for parallels between the two cultures when a red flag occurs. For example a small bribe 
to get a bureaucratic permission or expedite a process is accepted as normal in many poorer 
countries as is getting the help of a friend to find a job, buy something cheaply or expedite 
some business in a Western country. Seeing the structural similarity will prevent us from 
feeling morally superior to other cultures. 

 
- If we interpret another’s behavior according to the rules of our culture we can make mistakes. 

Use emotional reactions as signals that there is something that needs to be investigated. This 
can help to reduce intercultural misunderstandings. 

 
HANDOUT 1 
 
Negative Red Flag - an instinctive negative evaluation of the behavior of members of an unfamiliar 
culture. 
 
 
A. “They are rude” 
 

1) Indo-Fijians in the family do not usually say please when they ask for something. They seem to 
demand and shout at someone else to get or do what they want. This can seem very impolite 
to Fijians or Europeans. Actually it comes from a code that gives authorities or elders the right 
to demand service from younger family members or from social or work inferiors. This is not 
felt as impolite or resented by the people involved. 
 

2) When a Korean or a Fijian meets a visitor on the road the local asks where s/he is going. This 
can seem very intrusive and inquisitive to a Westerner. In fact it is the equivalent of “how are 
you?” in English - a polite expression of interest that is not seeking specific information. 

 
3) Enquiring about an associate’s wife is a normal politeness in most Western cultures. But asking 

after his wife may shock some Muslims. It indicates an improper interest in a very personal 
relationship. This applies to cultures where women are markers of the honor of the family and 
male family members are their protectors. Commenting on how pretty a child is can be very 
off-putting for parents in some cultures because it may denote envy and the application of the 
evil eye that could result in harm to the child. In these cases the Westerner seems rude and 
dangerous. 

 
4) A visitor to the U.S. is talking with some North Americans when one of them produces a packet 

of cigarettes, takes one, begins smoking it, and replaces the packet in his pocket. This can 
seem very impolite and even hostile to foreigners who in their cultures would never light up 
without first offering one to everyone else present. 
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To think “they are treating me rudely” can turn a person away from relating with the people in 
question but to think “they are doing things that would seem rude back home” leaves the door open 
to investigate how it is understood in the society in question. This improves the chances of making 
ongoing and understanding contact. 
 
B. “They are Dirty.” 
 
Different groups have different definitions of cleanliness. 
 

1) Indo-Fijians will consider clothes worn on one day dirty and will consider someone dirty who 
wears the same clothes two days in a row. They would be shocked at someone who would pray 
first thing in the morning before going to the toilet and having a bath. 
 

2) Westerners consider Indians or Chinese who spit on the street dirty but Easterners think that it 
is very dirty for Westerners to blow their nose and keep the dirty handkerchief on their person 
for days. Indians consider it dirty to wipe one’s bottom with paper, because it cannot clean 
properly whereas Westerners are disgusted by the Indian custom of using water and the fingers 
of the left hand to clean the anus. 

 
3) Westerners take a bath, and soak, wash and rinse their bodies in the same water, though they 

would never wash their clothes in that way. Japanese who use different water for each of these 
stages consider the Western way hard to understand, even dirty. 

 
4) Westerners consider it disgusting to eat dog whereas Muslims consider it disgracefully dirty to 

eat pork and Hindus consider it sinful to eat beef. 
 
If you find yourself recoiling from some custom or behavior in another person or people as dirty see 
it as a red flag that needs to be explored with people who know the significance of that custom or 
behavior. 
 
C. “They are Stupid.” 
 
Cultures differ in what they consider intelligent or stupid. 
 

1) People from Japan are unimpressed by the French custom of standing in line in a shop to get 
a product and then in another line to pay for it. Being unused to such a system they may 
react with a quick “they are stupid”. This practice denotes a security arrangement where 
only the owner handles the cash. In Japan where internalized controls are sufficient to keep 
employees honest there is no need for such and arrangement. 

 
Our reaction to different ways of thinking or speaking or behaving may lead us to consider others as 
stupid or irrational. We should realize that this reaction is a red flag and a signal to reflect,. “Something 
is going on here which seems stupid to me. I wonder if it seems stupid to them?” 
 
 
Additional Red Flags 
 
“ They are hypocrites”; “They are cold”; “They are dishonest”; “It’s ridiculous”; “It’s incredible”; 
“They are inscrutable”; “They are primitive”; “They don’t care about others”; 
“They are like children”; “They are untrustworthy”; “It makes me furious’; “They are unfriendly”; 
“It is disgusting”; “They are years behind us”. ”They use others for their own purposes”. 
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HANDOUT 2 
 
POSITIVE RED FLAGS 
 
An unexpected and exciting surprise from behavior of members of an unfamiliar culture. 
 
Objective 
To clarify that some situations may seem better or more pleasant than they really are. We may be 
missing something. Inappropriate expectations may lead to disappointment because we have read 
more into it than is there or because there is an expectation of reciprocity or of consequences of 
which we are not at first aware. 
 
Time: 60 minutes. 
 
 
Procedure 
 
1. Participants, with copies of the incidents below, divide into small groups of 4 –6. 
 
2. Participants read the incidents in turn and discuss the questions. 
 

3. Discuss in plenary what was common to the first three stories. Any signals? 
 
 
A. Friendly Americans 
 
A foreigner, Vijay, comes to the U.S. and is struck by the friendliness of the Americans. He phones 
home and says that he is really struck by the warm people who smile a lot, wished him a good day, 
invited him home for a meal and even invited him to stay a night. He phoned home and said 
enthusiastically, “Americans are so friendly. We are going to be close friends and see a lot of each 
other”. 
 

- On what does Vijay’s base his view of Americans? Has he made an accurate appraisal? 
- Will the Americans Vijay meets remember later their invitations for him to drop by? 
- How durable are friendships with strangers in the United States? 
- To what do friendships in the U.S. obligate you to? 
- Are obligations of friendship the same in other cultures? 

 
 
B. Lets Have a Beer 
 
A Fijian girl was on a cross-cultural immersion experience with an Indo-Fijian family. The older 
brother of the man in whose family she was staying invited her to have some drinks with him. 
Delighted, she accepted. Later in the night when they had finished 3 or 4 bottles of beer he asked 
her to have sex. She refused and went to the house where she was staying. She was upset later 
when the family she was staying with accused her of flirting with their relative. 
 

- Why did the family accuse the girl of flirting? 
 

- Did either the Fijian girl or the Indian man have unrealistic expectations? 
- Would this kind of misunderstanding happen in other countries too? 

• Under what conditions can men and women develop close friendships that do not involve 
sexual intimacy? 
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C. My House is Your House 
 
A North American botanist was visiting a Mexican colleague. The Mexican’s gardener showed him 
around and afterwards invited him home for a cup of coffee. The North American was struck by the 
poverty of the adobe house which had the minimum of furniture but had a beautiful serape weaving 
on the wall. He commented on how nice it was. The Mexican immediately took it down and 
presented it to him as a gift. The North American was embarrassed but as the Mexican was insistent 
he eventually took it. At home he recounted the story to his friends and said how generous 
Mexicans are. 
 

- Should the North American have taken the gift? 
- If no, how could he have got out of the situation without giving offence? 
- If yes, should the American have given something in return? 
- If a return gift, should it be of similar value or involve as much sacrifice as for the Mexican? 
- What are the obligations of gift giving? Do they differ across cultures? 

 
 
D. Who is responsible for the child 
 
A missionary priest had an affair with a woman and she became pregnant. He did not want to marry 
her. Her parents were upset but continued to support the woman. The priest’s superiors were 
informed. They asked the priest to go for counseling and to consider carefully his obligations to the 
woman and their child. Other priests in the congregation felt ashamed and confused. Some people 
in the area were watching closely and critically what was going to happen. 
 

- What do you think is the right thing for the priest to do? 
- What should be done for the child and its mother? 
- What should the superiors of the religious congregation do? 
- What do you think would happen: 

a) if the priest and his superiors were Western? 
b) if the priest was not Western but his superiors were? 
c) if the priest was Western but his superiors were non-Western? 
 
 
For Reflection 
 

 

perhaps there is only one distinction that matters: those who are learning to love their neighbors and 
those who remain indifferent to them” 

― Mary Jo Leddy 
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