
In common with many people from Great Britain, I am not very good with foreign languages; 
indeed, some believe that my English isn't up to much either! I have a smattering of 
schoolboy French, a dozen words that are safe to use in Berlin, and I know the Greek for 'and' 
but when it comes to speaking Spanish, Japanese or any other language that is in common 
usage, I find myself doing the same as most Englishmen do: speaking slowly and shouting.

Now it's fair to say that I normally only need a foreign language when I am on holiday – it 
would be a different story if I was faced with living in a foreign-language speaking country for 
any length of time. Such good fortune did not favour Barnabas who, like other expatriates 
before him, lived in a country that wasn't his own. He was Jewish (as were his parents before 
him) and had his origins in the Holy Land which helped with finding a place in a community, 
but he lived on the island of Cyprus which was mostly inhabited by Greeks. Even though it, 
too, was part of the Roman Empire, the Cypriots spoke Greek.  

Many expatriates will speak their own language at home and wear their native clothes, eat 
food cooked in a way that is familiar to them, etc. but when they are out and about, they 
usually try to fit in with the patterns of their host country. (The British don't seem to 
understand this in which case we always seem to try to take a bit of Britain abroad – that's 
why there are so many "English" pubs in European holiday destinations.)

For Jews like Barnabas, this adoption of foreign customs was very difficult because of their 
beliefs – particularly their dependence on the law for their salvation. How could they adopt 
the customs of a gentile country who have customs that are so opposed to their own? The first
generation of immigrants might remain faithful but the traditions get diluted with each 
successive generation as they pick up more of the local culture (we call this process 
assimilation). Moreover, some of their sons marry gentile girls and, since to be Jewish you 
need to have a Jewish mother, their children are gentiles also, which leads to the dwindling of 
the Jewish community.

For immigrants like Barnabas, the first step on the slippery slope was language. Everyone else 
spoke Greek, so if you wanted to get on in business you needed to speak Greek also. Hebrew 
was ok for your Bar Mitzvah, but other than that it was all Greek. And it was from there, many
thought, that only a small step would find you worshipping Greek Gods and the like. Some 
Jews thought and spoke mainly in Greek and were known as Hellenists: many traditional Jews
thought that they had already left the Jewish faith! That didn't happen however, until 
Christians  came from Cyprus to Antioch  and told them about Jesus and how he had 
rendered the need to strictly obey the law as necessary for salvation to be null and void. 
Nothing you could actually do would affect your salvation; it was what you believed in that 
mattered. 

This appalled strict Jews so the Church sent for Barnabas who, though faithful to Judaism, 
understood the expatriate and “talked the talk” in every sense of the word. He'd already 
enjoyed a lot of success and sent for Saul of Tarsus to help and later accompanied Saul - now 
known as Paul - on some of his journeys. Barnabas's work had set off a torrent of conversions. 
That one expatriate had sparked off a huge change in the nature of Christianity.

The question is, do we adapt to the nature of those around us or do we only mix with similar 
types. Are we "birds of a feather" only choosing to mix with people similar to ourselves or do 
we actively seek out those who are different to hear their stories? Different, not only in race 
and language, but also people of different outlooks, ages, sexualities, beliefs? Do we prepare 
ourselves to share our faith as Barnabas did, by immersing ourselves in the lives and thoughts 



of the people around us or do we content ourselves with simply talking about our faith to 
those who have already come to faith? 

We should remember that our citizenship is in heaven not here on earth – we are all merely 
expatriates here. We need to take a leaf out of Barnabas' book, immerse ourselves in the lives 
of those who seek us out, learn from them and, in turn, pass on what we have learned. We 
need to walk a mile in their shoes before we can even begin to understand what drives their 
lives. And when we do understand, we will be in a better position to share our beliefs with 
them. 

Father Steve


