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Editorial
I vividly remember the first time I became personally aware of the concept of ‘face’—which
I now know to be linked with ‘shame.’ I was 18, teaching night classes to workers (who were
all much older than me) in East Asia. I was watching my students work on an exam I had set
them when I realised that one of them was looking at notes under his desk. I pounced, verbally
berating him in front of the whole class for cheating. After that incident, he never returned to
the classes. I had received no training in cross-cultural interactions and had never heard of
‘honour’ and ‘shame,’ but it dawned on me that my response had caused him to ‘lose face.’
Fast forward a couple of decades and the themes of honour and shame are all around us in
mission circles. There’s a plethora of cross-cultural training courses, articles, books, blogs, and
conferences focussing on the need to engage with these values in their cultural contexts, to
read the Bible through an honour-shame lens, and to be prepared to present the gospel in a way
that resonates with people from cultures more influenced by honour and shame.
Much of this literature and these approaches are helpful and have served to highlight the
necessity of understanding contexts where considerations of honour and shame are more
pronounced. However, the often-used phrase ‘honour-shame cultures’ is less useful. Its
simplistic approach to culture can blind us to the fact that honour and shame are not a package
deal that some cultures have, and some do not. It also masks the fact that people’s experiences
of honour and shame are not uniform, and that they cannot be addressed by one single gospel
presentation. In our efforts to simplify and ‘box’ cultures, we also continue to use our limited
English terms of ‘honour’ and ‘shame’ to describe phenomena that are, in other languages,
described by a far greater number of terms (words, phrases, proverbs) encompassing a wide
range of meanings and nuances. Instead of seeing honour and shame as homogenous, we need
to look for the multifarious ways honour and shame shape how people act, react, and shape the
various relationships they are in.
Furthermore, women’s voices have been less prominent and less often referred to, and yet
the way women experience honour and shame is quite different to that of men. Thankfully,
more literature is emerging that is written by women, using women’s voices—Audrey Frank’s
book, Covered Glory, being one such welcome addition. There are many blogs on the When
Women Speak… website, and the When Women Speak… I-View courses are encouraging many
women around the world to ask good questions and listen to Muslim women speak about these
themes. This edition of the When Women Speak… webzine also provides a platform for women
to contribute to our learning and gives us a taste of the diversity of experiences surrounding
honour and shame.
Moyra Dale’s first article addresses the problematic use of honour and shame as a “blunt
instrument of analysis,” and helpfully unpacks how honour and shame can be a useful lens
through which to view some cultural dynamics. It is a tool to add to our toolbox, instead of being
a “key” that unlocks every cultural mystery. She encourages us to dig deeper into emic (insider)
perspectives on honour and shame, providing a wealth of linguistic and ethnological questions

we can ask to facilitate this discovery journey. Moyra demonstrates how we can then let
our cultural insights shape the way we read the Bible, as well as letting the Bible shape our
responses to specific cultural issues and questions.
Acknowledging that those of us who are Westerners will never fully grasp the extent to
which women in other societies grapple with shame is an important point brought up in
Davina’s rich exploration of shame in Southeast Asia. Davina draws from deep personal
experiences of journeying with women living either in fear of shame or in situations of
shame, and shares how our love, acceptance, and valuing of women can help them find full
freedom from shame in Jesus and restoration into His new community.
The interfaith community centre in Nigeria which Adriana Myland writes about in her a
rticle is also fostering a new community. In this community, women from both Muslim
and Christian backgrounds come together to learn practical skills, as well as listen to
and value each other in order to regain honour and deal with shame. The use of interfaith
dialogue between women as a space to reflect on honour and shame is innovative and
opens up possibilities for future initiatives in other areas where religious conflict and
division is prominent.
The way shame and honour are experienced in Indonesia is changing with the rise of
social media and a new movement of Muslim millennials who advocate and promote a
‘pure’ Islamic lifestyle. Maria’s article delves into this phenomenon. She shows how social
media has spread new ideals about who and what is honourable, and how it has broadened
the impact and extent of shame, particularly for women. Despite this, Maria also writes
encouragingly of the way such shaming has been the catalyst for at least one woman to
find freedom in Christ. This novel exploration in the Indonesian context warrants further
investigation and comparison with women’s piety movements and social media across the
Islamic world.
The final article in this edition sums up the shame experience for women. In it, Moyra Dale
looks at how women’s bodies are the locus for both ascribed and embodied shame. As we
see in the stories of women in the other articles, women are shamed because of how they
look, what they do or do not do, and simply because of who they are and what their bodies
naturally undergo in menstruation. Moyra details how Jesus Messiah meets women in each
dimension of shame, and how he has transformed, cleansed, and redeemed them so their
bodies are no longer to be considered shameful, but holy and honoured.
The articles in this webzine all highlight the fact that the burden of shame—both the
avoidance of it and dealing with the consequences of it—falls upon women. Thus, relatively
little has been said about women’s honour in society. Rather, the articles point towards
a desire for women around the world to find true freedom from shame and a new honour
in Christ, and acceptance into a new community under Him. They provide questions we
can ask, experiences and initiatives we can learn from, and Bible stories we can tell.
They encourage us to walk alongside women, to be learners of their perspectives, and to
practically demonstrate Christ’s sacrificial love and acceptance of them, knowing that the
Holy Spirit works powerfully through our weaknesses for God’s glory.
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