
Nancy Thomas 

Hal and I have just retired after forty-two years of cross-cultural 
service in Latin America, thirty-three of those years under the 
covering of Northwest Yearly Meeting of Friends. Our retirement is 
active, and we travel back to Bolivia once a year. 

As one of our projects on these annual trips, we participate with a 
team of Aymara Christian leaders in facilitating seminars on “Gospel 
and Culture” for the Aymara context. This topic is crucial at this 
time in Bolivia’s history as the church faces demands to participate 
in ancient animistic practices, part of a nation-wide nativistic move-
ment. But we find this topic also crucial for Christians in the United 
States. 

This week we will briefly explore the theme of “Gospel and Cul-
ture,” looking to the book of Daniel for guidance. 

Share your thoughts with the writer and other readers in the Fruit of the Vine community. 
Use the simple sign up at www.myFriendsCommunity.com to join the conversation. 
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Sunday 
March 1 The Power of Culture 

BIBLE READING: Daniel 1:1-7 
The subject of the first seven verses of Daniel is the Babylo-
nian Empire. At the time of the events in this book, Babylon 
ruled that part of the earth. The Israelite people living in the 
land of Judah were in a dark place in their own history, suffer-
ing the consequences of having turned from God. In our read-
ing, Nebuchadnezzar besieges and conquers Jerusalem, loots 
the temple of God, and orders the capture and exile of some of 
Judah’s choicest young leaders. 

This is culture in one of its most dominant and powerful 
forms. Culture—the ways a particular people group perceives 
the world, relates to each other, and lives their daily lives—
exerts a powerful, often unconscious, influence over its own 
members. When different cultures come together, clashes 
often occur. In the book of Daniel, the Hebrew culture inevita-
bly clashes with that of the Babylonian conquerors. And the 
Babylonians definitely hold the position of power. 

While Babylon may dominate the opening of this story, 
a phrase in verse two hints at the limits to the power of that 
culture. We read that “The Lord delivered” the Israelite king 
into the hands of the Babylonian army. We begin to under-
stand that the story is more complex, the cause-and-effect of 
history not so clear. This phrase introduces the theme of 
God’s sovereignty over history and over culture. 

We, too, are the people of God, and in many senses the 
surrounding culture that regulates much of our lives seems to 
be at cross-purposes with the kingdom of God. It’s important 
to remind ourselves that God is sovereign. In what ways do 
we experience the dominance of our cultural context? 

SONG: A Mighty Fortress Is Our God 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: As we look around us,  

remind us that you are in control. 
—Nancy Thomas 
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Monday 
March 2 Intentionality 

BIBLE READING: Daniel 1:8 
Yesterday we read that the Babylonian Empire was the power-
ful subject of the first seven verses in the book of Daniel. 
Babylon acted and moved with power, inflicting its will upon 
its conquered objects. This changes in verse eight with the 
words, “But Daniel.” Daniel, one of the captive and exiled 
Israelites, becomes the subject of the story, and he remains the 
subject for the rest of the book. Daniel becomes the actor, the 
protagonist of the story. True, he is a person in a precarious 
and disadvantaged position. But he is not a passive victim. He 
represents the people of God, and although he is living in a 
strange culture, God still calls him to follow and honor God. 

The big question now becomes: How can the people of 
God survive in a strange culture? How can they respond to the 
demands this culture will inevitably make on them, demands 
that could compromise their identity as God’s people? 

The intentions of the Babylonians are clear. They intend 
to thoroughly inculturate their young captives, to implant in 
them the knowledge, language, customs, and, eventually, the 
values of their superior civilization. They hope to turn their 
Hebrew captives into educated Babylonians so that they will 
better serve the purposes of their masters. 

“But Daniel resolved not to defile himself….” In the rest 
of the book, we will read how Daniel managed to carry out his 
resolve and hold fast to his identity as part of the people of 
God. Apparently not all the captive Israelites managed to 
resist. It’s important to note that the first step for Daniel was 
the decision to follow God. It’s a decision that presents itself 
in some form to us, too, every day. 

SONG: I Have Decided to Follow Jesus 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Strengthen my resolve  

to seek your ways and follow you, whatever the cost. 
—Nancy Thomas 
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Tuesday 
March 3 The Image of God and Culture 

BIBLE READING: Genesis 1:27-28 
Culture is not automatically the enemy of the church. In fact, 
the ability of humankind to create culture comes from our 
being made in the image of God in the first place. God created 
us, then God commissioned us to administer the rest of crea-
tion. Culture is one of the ways this happens. The ways di-
verse cultures perceive reality, relate to one another, and 
regulate the daily lives of people are multiple. This makes life 
more fun and certainly more interesting. 

When sin entered the picture, all of life became more 
complicated. As a result, many aspects of any culture clash 
with the values of the kingdom of God. But at the same time, 
we find many parts of culture that God’s people can affirm: 
practices and values relating to education, protection and 
justice, to name a few. And, of course, much of culture re-
mains neutral. (How people cook potatoes, for example, or 
protect their feet, or make bodily gestures. These are not nec-
essarily moral issues.) 

As the young Hebrew captives began their forced educa-
tion in the language and literature of Babylon, they probably 
learned a lot of good stuff. The Babylonian civilization led the 
known world in architecture, agriculture, medicine, and tech-
nology. Perhaps God helped these Hebrews sift the good from 
the bad. And while we don’t know all the details of this edu-
cational experience, we can read in the text the respectful 
attitudes of Daniel and his friends. 

What aspects of our own cultural context can we affirm 
and thank God for? 

SONG: All Creatures of Our God and King 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you for surrounding  

me with so much mercy and goodness. Help me to recognize 
your footprints in this culture. 

—Nancy Thomas 
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Wednesday 
March 4 Wisdom and Humility 

BIBLE READING: Daniel 2:19-22 
Daniel and the other Hebrew youth began their sojourn in 
Babylon in an intensive three-year training program. Teachers 
transmitted the best that Babylonian culture had to offer. But 
on a deeper level, something more than cultural brainwashing 
was happening. We read that God gave to Daniel and his three 
friends “knowledge and understanding,” “the wisdom that 
comes from heaven” (James 3:17). Certainly this divine wis-
dom enabled Daniel to discern the good from the harmful in 
this strange culture and make godly choices. This wisdom 
also included the ability to interpret dreams and see prophetic 
visions. This came in handy when Daniel was faced with the 
choice of interpreting King Nebuchadnezzar’s dream or being 
executed along with all the so-called “wise men” of Babylon. 
Daniel’s wisdom combined with humility as he confessed to 
the king, “No wise man, enchanter, magician or diviner can 
explain to the king the mystery he has asked about, but there 
is a God in heaven who reveals mysteries” (2:27-28). 

Several years later, Daniel’s reputation for “insight, 
intelligence and outstanding wisdom” brought him before 
another Babylonian king, this time with the task of interpret-
ing the strange writing on the wall. Daniel’s hard message 
includes the affirmation that “the most high God is sovereign 
over all kingdoms on earth” (5:21) and that “God…holds in 
his hand your life and all your ways” (5:23). 

We also need wisdom and humility as we struggle to 
understand God’s sovereignty in our own cultural context and 
discern how to faithfully follow Jesus where we are. 

SONG: Be Thou My Vision 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Help me to live with  

discernment in my culture and to acknowledge that  
wisdom comes from you. 

—Nancy Thomas 
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Thursday 
March 5 Confronting Culture 

BIBLE READING: Daniel 1:8-10 
While as people of God we can affirm the good things in our 
context, inevitably the gospel confronts culture. We see this 
clearly in the experience of Daniel. At the beginning of his 
time in Babylon, he determines “not to defile himself with the 
royal food and wine” (v. 8). In spite of the risk to their lives if 
they rejected the king’s ordered provision, Daniel and his 
friends proposed an alternate diet. God honored their auda-
cious faith and gave them grace in the eyes of their captors. 

Why was this particular stand on food so important? To 
Daniel and his friends, this signified obedience to the law of 
God. The particular dietary regulations identified the Israel-
ites as distinct from all other peoples. They marked them as 
the chosen people of God. In addition, the royal food probably 
came from meat sacrificed to the local gods. 

Daniel rejected both the food and the religion of the 
Babylonians. In looking for a cultural offense that would get 
Daniel in trouble, his enemies observed that, “We will never 
find any basis for charges against this man…unless it has 
something to do with the law of his God” (6:5). Apparently 
Daniel consistently lived out the deepest values and underly-
ing worldview of the people of God, even when this brought 
him into personal risk. All the other cultural stuff—the 
clothes and language and learning and lifestyle details—he 
could negotiate. But he stood true to what he determined to be 
the basics of his relationship to God. 

In what ways do we as the church need to resist or con-
front our cultural context? 

SONG: Dare To Be a Daniel 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Help me to clearly see when 

my culture challenges faithfulness to you. Give me courage  
to respond. 

—Nancy Thomas 
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Friday 
March 6 Culture and Mission 

BIBLE READING: Daniel 2:48-49 
Whether affirming or confronting the surrounding culture, 
Daniel treated its people with respect. As a result, God gave 
him grace in the eyes of certain Babylonians. At the beginning 
of his time in captivity, we read that “God had caused the 
[chief] official to show favor and compassion to Daniel”  
(1:9). The different kings under whom Daniel served—
Nebuchadnezzar, Belshazzar and Darius—all recognized and 
responded positively to Daniel’s integrity. King Darius became 
“greatly distressed” when he knew Daniel was to be thrown 
into the lions’ den and “overjoyed” at Daniel’s deliverance. 

Although a slave with no choice in his job description, 
Daniel’s attitude of respect and his willingness to do his best 
enabled him to genuinely serve the people of Babylon. This 
service, coupled with Daniel’s faithfulness to God and his 
willingness to give verbal testimony, made him an agent of 
mission in an ungodly setting. Although he was promoted to 
high positions, at no point did Daniel give in to inappropriate 
demands from the culture. He remained faithful to God and 
served the people around him. 

Sometimes the best agents of mission in our own culture 
are those who respectfully do good work as teachers, builders, 
writers, civil servants, plumbers, or nurses. Even as we dis-
cern the difficult choices we have as Christians in a culture 
that in many respects is alien to the gospel, we can respect 
and serve its people. This is part of the mission of the church. 

What are your opportunities to be an agent of God’s 
kingdom in your community? 

SONG: Lord, Make Me an Instrument of Your Peace 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, make me a useful  

servant. Let me be light and blessing in my community. 
—Nancy Thomas 
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Saturday 
March 7 Suffering and Shining 

BIBLE READING: Daniel 8:27; 12:3 
Daniel’s faithfulness and service in such a culturally complex 
situation came at great price. Daniel suffered for the stands he 
took. While kings recognized his wisdom and placed him in 
positions of honor and authority, it’s also true that he spent 
years in relative obscurity, lost and silent in a foreign palace. 

The demands that called Daniel forth from the shadows 
seemed to come in times of crisis. Again and again God asks 
him to preach bad news. Daniel’s faithfulness to the message-
giver causes him great anguish, even physical suffering. We 
read at different times throughout his life that he was terrified 
and “greatly perplexed for a time” (4:19); that he was deeply 
troubled in spirit, disturbed, and that his face turned pale 
(7:15,28); that on occasion he fell prostrate in terror, became 
exhausted and ill for several days, and grew appalled because 
“it was beyond understanding” (8:17,27); that at another time 
he fasted and mourned for three weeks (10:1-3). 

At the end of the book, the angel of the Lord tells Daniel 
that his story will be told down through history as “Many will 
be purified, made spotless and refined” (12:10). But the angel 
also promises that “Those who are wise will shine like the 
brightness of the heavens, and those who lead many to right-
eousness, like the stars for ever and ever” (12:3). 

The gospel and culture will continue in tension “until 
the end of time.” We live as God’s people in that tension. Let’s 
seek God’s wisdom as we swim the currents of our own sur-
rounding culture. Let’s not be surprised if it’s hard. Let’s let 
the light shine. 

SONG: Shine, Jesus, Shine 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Let hope combine  

with courage as I faithfully follow you today. 
—Nancy Thomas 


