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Dealing with Ethnocentrism in our missionary vocation

“The God who said,’Out of darkness, the light shall shine!’ is the same God who made the light shine in our hearts, to bring us the knowledge of God’s glory shining in the face of Christ. Yet we who have this spiritual treasure are like common clay pots, in order to show that the supreme power belongs to God, not to us.” (2 Cor 4:7-7)

The mystery of God’s dwelling in our hearts is at the centre of the Arnoldus spirituality. The light of God and the glory of Christ is the true treasure implanted in our hearts, and our mission is to become alive to radiate God’s light, love and care to the people we encounter. However, God placed this treasure into clay pots like you and me. In many cultures, clay pots are used for cooking. Although they make the food tasty, clay pots have, in most parts of the world, been replaced by steel or metal pots. The reason is simple: clay pots are fragile, and there is a risk of losing the precious food if the clay pot cracks or breaks. In ancient writings, the expression ‘clay pots’ was a metaphor of human weakness. Thus, the apostle Paul reminds us that we are fragile, weak humans in whom God places His treasure. 

Ethnocentrism is one aspect that makes us fragile containers of God’s treasure. Ethnocentrism stems from the Greek root ethnos, meaning people or groups; centric means ‘the middle of something’. Thus, ethnocentrism means that one’s worldview is centred on one’s own way of life. It leads to the belief that one’s own culture, patterns of behaviour, etc. are better than others. Fear often drives us to hold on to what is familiar and to judge the unfamiliar and unknown as unnatural or wrong. Everyone is ethnocentric to some degree – no matter how openminded she /he might claim to be. People will always judge certain aspects of another culture (e.g. religious practices, food habits, ways of treating relatives, friends or even pets, etc.) as unnatural, unjust or wrong. 
We do not need to be ashamed of our ethnocentric thinking, as it is biologically ingrained in us. However, it is good to be aware of it. Awareness enables us to take into account our biases so that we look at situations more objectively and do not judge others from our perspective. If we are not aware of our fear of diversity, it can hinder God’s mission entrusted to us. If we are unaware of our ethnocentric thoughts and behaviours, we fall into the pitfall of promoting ourselves and our cultures instead of radiating God’s light and Christ's glory.
Scripture Reading: Jeremiah 1:4-10
God chose us despite our fragility to be the vessels of His treasure. God will transform us if we allow Him to use us. The call of the prophet Jeremiah is a beautiful example of God’s transforming power. God did not start the conversation by telling Jeremiah what to do, but God told Jeremiah who he is and always has been in God’s eyes: “Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you.” Before Jeremiah had a name, achievements or failures, fears or excuses, God knew him. 
God then tells Jeremiah that he is chosen “to be a prophet to the nations”. Jeremiah is called to speak a hard word to a hard-hearted people. He is called to confront injustice, idolatry, and complacency. Jeremiah responds with fear. “Ah, Lord, God! I do not know how to speak. I am only a youth.” Maybe it sounds familiar to us: we too might argue that we are not qualified, not good enough, too young or too old or too broken… Jeremiah’s objection is not laziness but honesty, and God does not argue with him by listing his educational achievements. God does not say, “Actually, you are talented and of the right age”. Instead, God makes a promise: “Do not say, I am only a youth for you shall go to all to whom I send you … Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you.” Jeremiah can rely on God’s presence. 
Now comes the most powerful moment in the passage: “Then God put out his hand and touched my mouth.” God does not simply command Jeremiah to speak but equips him. Jeremiah will not speak his own words but God’s words placed into his mouth. We, who are fragile vessels, need to hear this. God does not call those who are ready, but God readies the persons He calls.
Discover
We are fragile, weak humans in whom God places His treasure. Get into touch with your own fragility as you recall situations in which you were afraid of diversity; when you judged aspects of another culture as wrong, unjust or unnatural. 
Observe what is going on in you as you become aware of your own biases and fears.
Personal Reflection
God knows about our fragility, fears and biases as He calls us. He calls us to radiate His light as he assures us:
· I knew you before you knew yourself
· I am with you wherever I send you
· You are not alone in this
Thus, the question is not, “Am I capable?” The question is, “Do I trust the One who calls me?”
Things you can do together
Faith-sharing: Share experiences in which you trusted God. Recall: What helped you to trust? Were there events, words, persons, etc., through which God reassured you of His promise? How has God equipped you as you trusted?
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