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Editor’s note: 

• This is the last piece of Paul’s work, written from his death bed several weeks before 
his departure and in Paul’s own word, “I want to use the free and fast electronic 
medium to share with readers of Global Missiology this light-hearted piece” when STM 
is a topic of conversation among practitioners and missiologists.  

• This paper was read publicly at the regional meetings of EMS-NE in which “Short-term 
Missions” was the theme and members of EMS solemnly stood to remember Paul in 
intercession and paid tributes to him - one week before Paul’s home going. 

 
Few experiences in our first cross-cultural encounters impress us more than our sense 

of cleanness and dirtiness. This is certainly true when we go to India. When we walk out of our 
guest house we are overwhelmed by a sensory overload: people everywhere, vivid colors, 
temple and movie music blaring from loudspeakers, Muslim calls to prayer, and smells-
perfumes, incense, foods, cow and human dung-overwhelm and confuse us. But it is the filth 
that first attracts our attention.  
 

Initial Cultural Impressions 
 For many Americans, the first impressions of India have to do with dirt: rotting garbage 
on the road side, plastic bags draped on shrubs, open festering sewers, dung--cow, dog and 
human-- on the road, and dirt and dust everywhere. The chaos extends to driving in which 
trucks, buses, steam rollers, tractors, cars, motor rickshaws, cycles, ox carts, people, cows, 
water buffalo, sheep, and stray dogs negotiate their individual ways with little apparent concern 
for the 'rules of the road.' The result is chaos shock-the sense that life has no order to it, is out 
of control and is dirty.  
 
 Indians have their first impressions of Americans. They are awed by the public 
cleanliness. Lawns are mowed, buildings freshly painted, streets are clean, and sewers are 
hidden underground,. People drive in polished, un-dented cars observing well marked lanes 
and stopping at stop lights, and waiting for oncoming traffic to pass before turning. They are 
shocked, however, at Americans' personal filthiness. They are obviously wealthy, but they 
dress like paupers. In public-in schools, stores, move theaters and buses they wear old, dirty, 
tom jeans, shorts that cover nothing, T shirts covered with ads, and unpolished, gaudy sports 
shoes-manual laborer clothes (next time look around you in the malls and on the streets). 
Women wear the same drab dress as men. They keep their shoes on when they enter their 
houses, and even in churches when they enter the presence of God. It is clear that they can 
afford better respectful dress, so why do they take better care of their streets, yards and cars 
then themselves? !  
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 If you look more closely, American filth goes much deeper. Americans eat with forks 
and spoons that have been in other people's mouths, and with their fingers without washing 
them carefully. They eat with their right hands, and use these in toilets. They use paper to clean 
themselves, something they never do to clean their plates. Indians eat with their fingers, which 
have not been in other people's mouths, and use only the right hand because the left hand is 
kept for defiling activities. Americans eat meat, even beef, which defiles them, and gives them 
a strong body odor that vegetarians can smell. They touch each other in greeting, and are 
polluted by those more ritually impure than they.  
 

Going Below the Surface 
 After their initial shock, Americans must stop and take a deeper look. They encounter a 
paradox. More than any other culture, India is based on deep beliefs in purity and pollution 
which touch every area of life. It may have a reputation for its public filth, but it is obsessive 
about personal cleanliness. On the surface, men come out of small huts wearing their best shirts, 
ties and trousers, washed and pressed, and freshly polished shoes. Women dress in brightly 
colored, clean feminine cloths, and coaly drive motorcycles, or ride sidesaddle behind their 
husbands, their silk scarves and sariis blowing in the wind. Restaurants have public sinks for 
people to wash their hands before eating. Houses are swept clean daily, and outside entryways 
coated with a fresh layer of earth and cow dung to make them clean, and decorated with 
flowers and designs traced out with white powder. People brush their teeth and comb their hair 
almost obsessively.  They do so in public and want people to see their concern for cleanliness 
and public dignity.  
 
 At a deeper level Indian society's concern for purity and abhorrence of pollution goes 
much deeper than surface dirt that can be washed off. They are concerned about deep inner 
pollution, the defilement of the self. Manual work, such as scavenging, tanning, burying the 
dead and cutting hair involves touching dead objects, and is most defiling. Laundering clothes, 
cleaning houses and sweeping yards and streets are polluting, because those involved must 
handle refuse. This caste based defilement is pennant and hereditary, handed down from 
parents to children. The only release from tins pollution is the hope that in one's next life one is 
born a pure Brahmin or other high caste person.  
 
 One can also acquire personal pollution by touching things that are polluted. High caste 
people should not touch low caste people, or they will be defiled. To cleanse themselves from 
such pollution they must go through an extensive cleansing ritual that cleans their inner beings. 
Consequently they have insulated ritual greetings, like our handshakes, but which do not 
involve touching one another. Sexual relationships and marriages between people of different 
castes is very defiling, particularly for children that are born from the union, because they are 
unclean to members of their parents two castes.  
 
 When we go to India, we need to learn to see how Indians see purity and pollution, and 
to reexamine our own beliefs of clean and dirty. We need, also, to avoid judging their beliefs 
using our own, but examine both in the light of the Gospel, which has much to say about what 
is clean and what is dirty. As starters, we need to avoid being culturally insensitive, and of 
trying to impose our cultural ways on the people we meet. Here are a few preliminary 
recommendations.  



• please,  please leave your jeans, old T shirts and gaudy sports shoes at home, and 
women your shorts and short skirts. To wear these in public insults your hosts, and 
shames them among their peers. It disregards their deep cultural concerns for 
cleanliness. Remember, when you dress for yourself, you dress down, for comfort. 
When you dress to honor others, you dress up. Show respect for your hosts by dressing 
up when you go out in public, particularly when you go to church to honor God. To 
think that you are there to teach them to wear jeans and T shirts is crass cultural 
imperialism, worse than the colonialism of old missionaries whom we so often criticize. 
They learned the language, lived and identified with the people, dressed up in public, 
and often wore native clothes.  

• Make public displays of your personal cleanliness. Wash your hands before you eat at 
the sink in the restaurant, brush your teeth in public after eating, and above all, do not 
touch your food with your left hand-it is filthy.  

• Keep your hair neat and trimmed,. Unkempt hair is a sign of unclean personal habits.  
• Avoid eating meat as much as possible in public, especially beef. Remember, meat 

eating is a sign of very dirty people.  
• Keep your promises. When you form a 'lasting' friendship during your close interaction 

with local young people, be careful what you promise in the intensity of the situation. 
Americans are tempted to say that these will be lasting friendships for life, but when 
they get home they have so many other things in their lives they forget the relationship. 
Your hosts abroad take you seriously and e-mail you regular for months, but there are 
no replies, no trying to build the relationship further. For your hosts, you are a window 
to the bigger world, and they look regularly for your e-mails, but none come. When it 
comes to relationships, Americans are known for making and breaking their promises 
easily. Do not make such promises if you are not deadly serious about continuing the 
relationship,  

• Above all, learn from your hosts. At first they may be hesitant to criticize you, but as 
you build trust, they can help you to be seen as clean and respectable people in the 
cities and villages of India. 
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