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“Molding Our Culture” 

Introduction: Have you ever noticed how interesting it is to bring a guest into your home for an event 

like Thanksgiving? Having a newcomer present can show you just how set in your ways you might be. 

Most often we go the Cape and are hosted by Rama’s mother, Carol. This year, we brought two guests, 

Luke and Samantha. We arrived on the Cape about an hour earlier than expected, which meant that we 

had to kill some time in town. Why? Because you can’t show up at Carol’s house before the time that 

you were invited. Though we were hungry when we finally did arrive, we only got snacks. Why? Because 

Carol never serves the turkey dinner in the afternoon. (And while I have gotten the meal time moved 

back from 6 to 5, it has taken me over 20 years to do so!)  When we finally did sit down for dinner and 

Samantha was asked by Carol if she’d like some more, she said “no thanks, I’ve already had seconds. I’m 

ready for desert now!” An innocent request to be sure but it caused me inwardly to wince. Why? 

Because we never eat dessert at Carol’s immediately after dinner. We need to clear the dishes, watch a 

little more football, and wait until Carol is ready. All of this, and more, are simply a part of the 

Thanksgiving culture at Carol’s house; it’s just the way she does things. 

And that’s a pretty good definition of culture. Culture can be defined as “the way we do things around 

here.” More broadly, “here” can represent your family, your church, your community, your place of 

work, your health club, any place where people are gathered together. If, then, we’re then to think 

about molding our culture, as part of what a missional church is to be about, what we’re thinking about 

is whether there’s a different way to do things, a more Godly way to do things. How can we bring the 

culture of the Kingdom of God to exert more and greater influence on the places we live and work and 

play? That is the question. Both Jeremiah and Jesus give us helpful places to start.  

I. Jeremiah – Pursuing Peace and Prosperity 

 A. Jeremiah’s word from God is in letter form, written to the Israelites in the 6th c. B.C. They had 

been taken captive by the Babylonians, removed from Jerusalem, and found themselves living in exile in 

a pagan culture. Their challenge was this: How were they to live among people whose ways of doing 

things, whose ways of thinking, whose values and morals, were vastly different from their own? There 

were a couple of opposite forces pulling at them. On the one hand, the Babylonians wanted the 

Israelites to assimilate, to move into the city and get lost within the Babylonian ways such that over a 

generation or two their spiritual identity as the Lord’s people would be lost. On the other hand, there 

were false prophets among the Israelites who were claiming that the time of exile would be very short 

and that the Israelites should remove themselves as much as possible from the culture around them. If 

they would just keep their contact with the Babylonians to a minimum, maybe they could hang on to 

their spiritual identity.       

 B. But God had something different than either of these extremes in mind. He didn’t want them 

to compromise and come to resemble the pagan culture in which they lived, nor did he want them to 

abdicate and remove themselves from it. Instead, he called them to move in, keep their spiritual 

identity, and seek to serve and mold the culture around them from their identity as people of God. He 

wanted them to bring a different way of doing things to their new Babylonian neighbors. And so, as we 

just read, they were to build houses, settle down, plant gardens, eat the produce, marry and have 

families, and seek the common good, the well-being—the peace and prosperity—of the places in which 



they now found themselves living and working and playing. They were to endeavor to mold the culture. 

In fact, ultimately, God may have brought them into this strange place for just that purpose.   

II. Jesus – Living as Salt and Light  

 A. Six centuries later, we see that God’s purposes for his people to mold their culture, bringing 

kingdom values to the way thing are done, had not changed. Jesus, in his Sermon on the Mount, calls his 

followers to live as salt and light. In the days when Jesus lived, his mother would’ve used salt as a 

preservative, to keep her meat from rotting, as flavoring to enhance the taste of her burgers, and as 

fertilizer, to increase the fruitfulness of her gardens. “Saltiness,” these positive properties of salt, could 

be lost if the salt became mixed with dirt and sand. When that happened, him mom would have simply 

scooped up what had been compromised and tossed it out onto the path leading up to their home. So, 

like the Israelites, followers of Jesus were not to compromise with their culture but seek to mold it by 

keeping it from rotting and bringing good, Godly flavor and growth properties to it. 

One way in which Paul applies this metaphor is in the way we carry on a conversation with those who 

don’t know Jesus: “Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders; make the most of every opportunity. 

Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt . . .” (Co. 4:5-6). In other words, what 

we talk about and how we talk it matters; it forms and shapes the culture of which we are a part. 

 B. Light, of course, helps us to see. Again, Jesus would have watched his mother light the 

lanterns and candles in his house so when the darkness settled in each night, the family could see their 

way around. In the days of electricity, we get a sense of the importance of light whenever a nor’easter 

blows in and knocks out our power. Without some form of light, we can find ourselves groping about, 

unsure of where we’re going, and even hurting ourselves as we bump and crash into things. Jesus would 

later identify himself as the light of the world, that if we follow him we will not have to stumble around 

in darkness wondering what is good and true but we’ll have the light that helps us to live well. That’s the 

light we want to bring into the world. And again, like the Israelites, we don’t want to hide from or 

culture, sticking the light of our Christian presence and testimony under a bowl so that no one can see it, 

but somehow enable those around us to see it. 

Peter seems to have this sense of seeing in mind when he writes to the church, which was experiencing 

its own “exile” as it sought to live within the pagan culture of Rome in which it found itself: “Dear 

friends, I urge you, as foreigners and exiles, to abstain from sinful desires, which wage war against your 

soul. [Don’t compromise and come to resemble the culture around you, Instead . . .] Live such good lives 

among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and 

glorify God on the day he visits us” (1 Pe. 2:11-12). What do others see? How we live is culture shaping. 

 C. To be sure, this is a balancing act, not resembling our culture while at the same time not 

removing ourselves from it but bringing the Kingdom of God to bear upon it and change it for good. How 

do you live alongside people who have decided that belonging to a church and believing in Jesus are 

quaint, outdated, and even silly activities? How do you work for, or be part of, organizations whose 

practices leave much to be desired? How do we begin to change “the way things are done around 

here?” Well, a helpful scheme begins with seeing rightly, identifying what is wrong and needs to be 

changed. Then, you need to identify the kingdom value that would make things work differently than 

they currently do. Finally, you just need to prayerfully, and slowly, give it a try!  [Rama] 


