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Go to any university and you’ll see it — the number of international 
students coming to North America seeking degrees in higher 
education is surging. With this growth comes an unprecedented 
opportunity to introduce the gospel to the world, not overseas 
on international mission fields, but in your neighborhood, across 
the street and at your front door. No Passport Required is a must 
read for every leader and church focused on living the gospel 
cross-culturally, making disciples globally, and reaching the world 
for Christ. If you you want to engage in missions globally, do the 
following: 1) pray for opportunities meet people from other cultures, 
and 2) apply what you learn from Knight.

Brian N. Frye, Ph.D.
Pullman Site Pastor
Resonate Church, Pullman, Wash.

“

Ministry to international students in the U.S. has long felt like the best-
kept secret in world missions — but it shouldn’t be a secret any longer! 
In this inspiring and helpful book, Tom Knight invites you to further 
the kingdom of God by reaching out to the largely unreached people 
studying on the campuses near you with the gospel. Tom combines 
the mind of a scholar with the heart of a minister to share the wisdom 
and experience he has gained in serving international students 
for many years. He gives a compelling ‘Why’ and follows with many 
practical ‘how-to’s.’ The result is an informed and actionable call to 
love the stranger in our midst. Anyone interested in collegiate ministry 
and world missions should read and apply what is written here!

Stephen Lutz, Author of College Ministry in a Post-Christian Culture

“

Tom Knight is one of those leaders who think on a different plane 
than most, and No Passport Required, with its well documented 
research, practical application, and group discussion guides stands 
as a prime example of his ability to make grand concepts accessible 
to the rest of us. If you are a collegiate ministry leader guilty of 
relegating international students to the periphery, get ready for a 
new paradigm.

Jonathan Yarboro 
Executive Pastor of Sending
Mercy Hill Church, Greensboro, N.C.

“
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 I N T R O D U C T I O N 

Working with international students is “front line” mission work. Just 
as many missionaries make a decision to reach people at the far ends 
of the earth, so we must make a decision to reach the thousands of 
international students who do not know Jesus. These students are 
coming to us. We have an opportunity to participate in global missions 
with thousands of students. And the best part is that no passport is 
required. Well, at least not for the American volunteers. We can do 
international missions right here in the United States. We can be  
“cross-town” missionaries who do not need to spend thousands of  
dollars to travel to another country. Another great help is that most 
of these students already know English to some extent, and most are 
curious, if not eager, to engage with Americans about their culture.  
They are here and want to interact with us.  

The strategic part about this movement of people is that many of them 
are from countries with few or no Christians ministering to them. While 
studying here, these students can be reached with the gospel, discipled 
and helped to reach others in their people groups back in their home 
countries or wherever they decide to live. It is a wonderful opportunity to 
minister to those who otherwise would not hear the gospel. The question 
remains: will we invest our time, energy and treasure to reach these 
students that God has brought to our campuses?

 

No Passport Required is born out of 14 years of working with international 
students in a variety of contexts. It is designed to help an individual, 
small group or church think through the process of building a team out 

Being a part of an international student ministry is first and 

foremost in accordance to Jesus’ command to go out into the 

world, share the gospel and make disciples. But it is also a blessing 

to be part of a ministry that volunteers are able to meet 

students from other cultures and offer them friendship. 

“
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of a church, or group of churches, to reach international students in the 
local area. It also points to possible “blind spots” for those who have not 
worked in a cross-cultural context. In addition, each section has a list of 
questions to help the individual or team reflect on what they need to do 
as next steps. Having the team read the questions together with a time 
for discussion is preferred. 

A list of resources is also included in the appendices so that more study 
can be done while building the team. It is not an exhaustive list, but 
certainly would get one started in the right direction. I hope this material 
will help encourage you to begin to work with international students, to 
strengthen the team that will work among them and to dream about a 
ministry that only God can do. 

Though this book is primarily about reaching out to international students 
to share with them the good news of Jesus Christ, it is also about 
reaching out to the “other.” What I mean by “other” is people who are not 
like ourselves racially, religiously and culturally. Before we cast off to learn 
about international student ministry, let me tell you about myself.

I grew up in North Carolina as a fifth-generation Tar Heel (we are not 
talking basketball). I had a great-grandmother born on Roanoke Island, 
and another in the mountains of North Carolina. White Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant was our family and most of the people we knew. Church was 
just the same. One did not seem to meet people who were different, nor 
were they encouraged to try.

However, when I went to college I met a student of Chinese ancestry 
who would become a lifelong friend. He was from Maryland. We had 
very different histories. But our Christian faith united us to live and learn 
together. I learned to appreciate Chinese food while he was introduced 
to the delights of grits. We both ended up doing some mission work in 
China, and in cross-cultural marriages.     

The point of this is that who I am today is very different from who I was 
as a child. North Carolina is very different from when I was a child. The 
United States is very different from when I was a child. I hope that in 
reading this book, no matter what age, or how removed from others 
not like yourself you may feel, you will see Christianity as a global faith 
that calls us to reach people who are very different from us, including 
international students.
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This book also is aimed at helping teams — not just individuals — 
integrate and evangelize international students. Reaching out to people 
of other races, religions and cultures can be a daunting task. Though God 
calls us to reach the world, and though it can be fun and exciting to learn 
new things about people and places, cross-cultural work can be tiring and 
frustrating. I hope this book will help churches build teams to reach out 
cross-culturally so that members will not feel alone or isolated.

In working with volunteers, there was a certain esprit de coeur (spirit of 
the heart) that they shared among themselves. As one volunteer said 
about working with other international student ministry volunteers, “I 
feel closer to the other volunteers from other churches than to people in 
my own church.” But, shouldn’t volunteers have a support group or team 
in their own church? I hope that pastors and lay leaders who read this 
book can help launch these teams, support them and celebrate them. 
Volunteers who work with international students are missionaries. Let’s 
never forget that. Let’s build incredible teams right here in the United 
States to reach international students. No passport is required!



CHAPTER ONE A R R I V A L S 

Fear not, for I am with you; I will bring your offspring 

from the east, and from the west I will gather you. I 

will say to the north, Give up, and to the south, Do not 

withhold; bring my sons from afar and my daughters from 

the end of the earth, everyone who is called by my name, 

whom I created for my glory, whom I formed and made.

I S A I A H  4 3 : 5 – 7  ( E S V )

On a clear, crisp September day in 2001, the United States was painfully 
galvanized as a nation in a way most likely not experienced since Dec. 7, 
1941 at Pearl Harbor. In the days and weeks that followed, several stories 
circulated that the terrorists had used international student visas to enter 
the country and carry out the attack. Though later it became clear that 
only one terrorist had a student visa, this image of the terrorist student 
still lingers in some people’s minds. For others, this was the first time that 
they had even thought much about international students studying in the 
United States. 

Fortunately, the vast majority of students studying in the United States 
come here legally and produce thousands of jobs for United States1 
workers. These students have generated over 38 billion in revenue for the 
United States.1 As part of the education boom, these students make up 
5.5 percent of the total 21 million students studying in the United States. 
This is the highest percentage in the last 10 years.2 Of course, these 
students are not spread evenly across the country, with California having 
the highest number.3 In cash-strapped institutions, this extra percentage 
of students paying “out-of-state” tuition is a great source of income. 
The need is so great that many colleges and universities have English 
language “institutes” to cater to these students.  

Chapter One A R R I V A L S | 7
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And many colleges and universities now recruit directly in other countries 
for students. 

International education in the United States is big business, and it will 
most likely keep growing. But what about the kingdom of God? Is it 
great “business” for His kingdom? I do not mean in dollar or financial 
terms, but in terms of sharing the gospel with hundreds of thousands of 
students who do not know Jesus. This is an opportunity to share Jesus 
with students from some of the most difficult countries to reach. But will 
we engage them with the gospel? And how will we engage them? We will 
come back to these questions throughout the book, but for now let’s dive 
deeper into who these students are. 

W H O  A R E  T H E S E  S T U D E N T S ?

According to the Institute of International Education, a near record 
1,075,299 international students were studying in the United States in 
the academic year 2019–2020.4 When we include spouses, children and 
grandparents who may have visited, the number is even larger. This was 
a large increase over previous years. The top five sending countries were 
China, India, South Korea, Saudi Arabia, and Canada.5 Just looking at 
these countries, we can see that four of the top five senders are countries 
with little or no Christian witness, or countries that try to hinder Christian 
witness. To travel to these countries costs thousands of dollars and 
requires a “platform” of work to be in the country. A “platform” is a non-
mission reason to be in a country. Some platforms are teaching English, 
studying a native language or doing business. It is a way to do missions 
in hostile countries that do not allow evangelistic efforts. However, to 
minister to international students from these countries in the United 
States, no passport or visa is required, travel is minimal and the cost 
is pennies on the dollar compared to international travel. It only makes 
sense to work with these students who have come to us.

T H E  T O P  F I V E

China

Without question the largest sender, China, has 372,532 students 
studying in the United States.6 Chinese students represent a full 34.6 
percent of the international student population here. As a leading 
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economic power and with a population of over 1 billion people, China 
has a huge student population. Many of these students are studying 
computer science, engineering and business at the graduate level. 
However, another trend is the fast growth of the undergraduate students 
who come each year to study in the United States. Many families with 
new wealth in China have the money to spend on prestigious colleges 
and universities, and are doing so. In 2012, international students, 
according to a National Association of Foreign Student Advisors (NAFSA) 
report, contributed 22 billion in economic output in the United States 
due to living expenses and tuition. According to the report, 25 percent of 
the students in 2012 were from China.7 Many Chinese students are also 
avoiding the dreaded national college entrance exam by studying abroad. 
The United States is one of the top destinations for Chinese students. 
Though the church has expanded rapidly in the past few decades, 
Christians still make up only 7.9 percent of China.8

India

India is the second largest sender with 193,124 students and represents 
18 percent of the total students. Indian students tend to be graduate 
students, especially in computer science and engineering. According to 
one source, India is still upgrading its graduate programs and faculty, 
making the United States a good place to do graduate work. Also, the 
traditional path to graduate work in the United Kingdom and Australia has 
been narrowed due to increases in tuition and a decrease in the number 
of students given visas.9 According to the official census results of the 
Indian government, only 2.3 percent of India is Christian.10

The Republic of South Korea

As an ally of the United States and home to 28,000 U.S. troops, it should 
be no surprise that the Republic of South Korea sends students to the 
United States to study. But the large number of students studying here 
is surprising. South Korea is the third largest sender with just under 
50,0000 students. However, the number of students from South Korea 
has been declining for several years. As graduate programs in South 
Korea have improved along with facilities and faculty, fewer students 
are coming to the United States for graduate programs.11 The need for 
overseas study may have passed, and it will be interesting to see if this 
trend continues. South Korea is seen as one of the stronger Christian 
churches in Asia, with around 31 percent who claim to be Christian.12
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Saudi Arabia

Though recently the third largest sender to the United States, the 
number of Saudi students has dropped precipitously in the last few 
years. In 2005, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, started the King Abdullah 
Scholarship Program to send more Saudi students to study in the United 
States.13 According to the Institute of International Education (IIE), there 
was a high of 61,287 Saudi students studying in the United States during 
the 2015–2016 academic year. In 2020, there were  just over 31,000 
Saudi students in the United States. Home of Mecca and Medina, two 
of the holiest places for Muslims, Saudi Arabia has strict laws against 
promoting Christianity or even practicing the Christian faith. According to 
Operation World, 5.4 percent of Saudi Arabia is Christian, though it is not 
clear if some of this number includes Christian workers in Saudi Arabia 
who are not Saudis.14

Canada

Being so close to the United States, it should be no surprise that students 
from Canada cross the border to study here. But given the low population 
of Canada, as compared to Mexico for instance, it is surprising that 
Canada is the fifth largest sender. Canadian student numbers have 
fluctuated up and down over the years, but the United States remains the 
No. 1 destination, hands down.15 As secularization and pluralism have 
encroached upon the Canadian church, only 8 percent of the population 
is evangelical.16

C O U N T R I E S  O N  T H E  H O R I Z O N

Vietnam

Though the Vietnam War still evokes strong feelings in many people, U.S.-
Vietnamese ties are the strongest they have been since the end of the 
war. Trade between our countries is stronger than ever, and a U.S.-Vietnam 
comprehensive partnership was signed in 2013.17 This strengthening in 
ties is also seen in the steady rise of Vietnamese students studying in 
the United States. Vietnam is now the sixth largest sending country to the 
United States, and in a few years, it may pass Canada to become the fifth 
largest sending country.18 There are now more students from Vietnam 
studying in the United States than Japan or Mexico.
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Iran

Though the United States’ relations with Iran are not the best, the last 
few years have seen steady increases in Iranian students studying in the 
United States. Though still a small number of total students, the United 
States has made an effort to increase the number of Iranian students 
studying here. However, the 11,400 students studying here are well 
below the peak of 56,000 in 1980.19 We will need to wait and see if a 
pattern of increasing enrollment emerges. Recently, Iran has eased some 
academic restrictions to allow more partnerships between Iranian and 
American universities.20 Iran ranks 13th in the sending countries category 
to the United States.

Brazil

With the second largest population in the Americas, Brazil has a large 
number of potential students for international study. Brazil has also come 
into its own by hosting the Rio Olympics in 2016 and the World Cup in 
2014. Economic growth and prestigious international events have also 
resulted in an increase in students coming to the United States to study 
over the last few years. Though the numbers only represent a small 
percentage of the total students here, Brazil may become a larger sender 
in the future and certainly has the population to sustain more sending. 
Brazil ranks ninth in the sending countries category to the United States.

Nigeria

With the largest population in Africa, Nigeria has a large base for sending 
students. The last several years Nigeria has continued to increase the 
numbers of students it is sending. It is also the only country from Africa in 
the top twenty-five of sending countries to the U.S. If Nigeria continues on 
this course, it may break into the top ten list of sending countries in the 
near future. It is currently at number eleven. 

Looking at the countries that are increasing their students, we see that 
some on this list are also seen as “closed” countries, or countries that 
are hostile to mission efforts and Christianity. As we have adapted to 
reach and in some ways “cater” to the largest senders, we need to also 
be flexible enough to respond to new demographics that are changing. 
Each country brings its own advantages and disadvantages in connecting 
to the local church. The connections that may work with one country 



12 | CHAPTER ONE A R R I V A L S

or people group may not work with others. We must always be forward 
thinking in our approach to international student ministry.

A N O T H E R  W A Y  O F  L O O K I N G  A T  S T U D E N T S

Other than by country, students can also be categorized by different levels 
of academic achievement. Students at different academic levels will 
need to be reached in different ways and on different timelines. Please 
understand that by identifying students by levels in no way prioritizes 
them or suggests that some are more important than others. It is merely 
a way to show where they are in the collegiate setting from an academic 
standpoint. Hopefully, this system will help readers understand that just 
thinking about students by country is not enough.

Level 1: English Language Students

Students at this level are in the United States to learn English. They could 
be at a community college or at an English learning institute connected 
with a college or university. They are here to prepare for the next step, 
which is usually to enroll in a degree program. They may or may not stay 
in the same area where they study English. These students are usually 
the typical college age of 18–22 years old, and have low levels of English 
comprehension. Depending on the level of their English when attending 
the English program, they usually stay six months to two years studying. 
Students at this level may enjoy and benefit from practicing English with 
native speakers. Thinking of ways to make English fun, accessible and 
safe are key. By safe, students should feel it is OK to try to speak the 
language freely without fearing failure. Many students will need coaching 
and support during this phase of learning. Sometimes spouses of 
students will also fit in this category.

Level 2: Exchange Students

Students at this level are typically college-age students. They are in the 
local university to take classes which count as credit back in their home 
universities. However, it is usually the first time for them to take classes 
totally in English. These students come from a wide variety of countries 
and have different levels of English. They usually stay six months to a 
year. They also want to experience many different aspects of American 
culture. These students will also like safe places to practice English, and 
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they enjoy participating in culture programs and travel. A great way to 
meet exchange students is by being a host family, or by helping them 
out during the early part of the semester with things like airport pickup, 
overnight stays and shopping. American students with some international 
experience would also be a good connection with them.

Level 3: Undergraduate Students

Students at this level are in the United States to receive a Bachelor of 
Arts or Bachelor of Science degree. They are studying in English. These 
students usually have better English skills. Many of these students or 
their families are paying to go to school here. They may be from a wealthy 
family, though sometimes they are being covered by a government 
scholarship program from their home country. Many times, they have 
also traveled more and have more money to spend. These students are 
usually the traditional age of college students. These students are in 
some ways more like American students in that they are well integrated 
into college life. These students will have more time to process the claims 
of the gospel and to observe Christians. These students usually enjoy 
American students who invest in them, as well as American families. 
English will become less and less a tool to reach them as they become 
more confident and proficient in the language. One should not be 
disappointed if these students drop out of conversation times or practice. 
For these students, the social aspect of friendship is vital. If relationships 
are not built outside of English, these students will often drift away.  

Level 4: Graduate Students

These students are here to pursue an advanced degree. These students 
will be older than other college students and may be married and have 
children. Many of them are studying on a scholarship if they are in a 
doctoral program. If they are in a master’s program, they may be paying 
for it themselves. These programs can last from two to four years. If they 
are coming from a science background, these students may still have 
problems using their English. Working with these students will require 
less effort from American undergraduate students, and more from 
families. Those students who are married or have small children will face 
new challenges while in the United States and could be greatly blessed 
by wise counsel from those who have faced similar issues.  Volunteers 
will need to make sure that they process cultural differences when facing 
these issues. Attitudes about parenting, marriage and family relationships 
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could differ greatly. However, building relationships with them will allow 
volunteers to show love and God’s Word in the situation. 

Level 5: Visiting Scholars

Visiting scholars are not students. They are here to do post-doctoral work 
in various fields. They usually stay from one to two years. Sometimes 
they are only here for six to eight months. Many of them are married and 
perhaps have teenage or young children. Depending on the country, they 
may need help with English. Some programs allow them to bring spouses 
and children with them. Depending on their program, they may have extra 
time to explore American culture. Visiting scholars will have many of the 
same problems and issues as graduate students. Volunteer families will 
be able to minister to them in ways that younger American students would 
not. Visiting scholars from China have been increasing over the years as 
the Chinese government sends more professors to do research abroad.

N E E D S  O F  S T U D E N T S

While we know that international students comprise a large range 
of ages, countries, religions and personality types, there is some 
commonality regarding their needs. Most students will be arriving in the 
United States for the first time. Most will also be arriving to academic 
work in a different culture and collegiate philosophy for the first time. 
With so many countries represented, they will be bringing many different 
cultural concepts of academic learning styles, cultural communication 
and perceived ideas about life in America.  

However, once here, students quickly learn that things are different than 
their home country in ways they could not have envisioned. Students may 
need help with transportation, finding furniture, help with English idioms 
or where to find a store that sells groceries from their home country. Legal 
issues also abound such as getting a social security number, driver’s 
license or ID printed. I remember a student from China who could not 
drive and quickly found out she could go few places without a car. She 
described how she felt as being “without legs.” She was depressed at the 
situation and stated how she could not have envisioned such a situation 
before she left China. It was a total shock to her.  

Part of adjusting to being in the United States is the normal process that 
everyone goes through when relocating. However, with most international 
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students there will also be a period of cultural adjustment that we 
often refer to as “culture shock.”21 There are usually four to six phases, 
depending on how one defines the beginning phase. At stage one, the 
student arrives in the new host country excited about the new adventure 
he or she is on. Sometimes people feel overly excited, finding everything 
interesting and wonderful.

However, over time, differences between the cultures begin to emerge. 
Depending on how different the cultures are, these can be big changes. 
During phase two, these differences can become irritating and 
frustrating. In phase three, the student may feel homesick, depressed 
and helpless. If plotted on a graph, stage three would be the lowest point 
in the process. During the fourth phase, the student begins to develop 
strategies to cope in the new environment, make new friends and adapt 
to the culture. In stage five, the student accepts the new differences of 
the culture and begins to see the good things of the culture. The student 
will begin to navigate the culture with more ease and confidence.

Having a friend who can be a guide through the stages of culture shock 
is a big help. As hosts, we cannot make culture shock go away, but we 
certainly can help to reduce its effects. I have personally experienced 
culture shock while in China and having Chinese friends to help explain 
what was going on around me and what it meant was a great help. Be 
aware of the stages of culture shock and be on the lookout for students 
who may be experiencing it. Some of the signs of culture shock are 
sadness, loneliness, feeling overlooked, bouts of anger, excessive 
emphasis on cleanliness, overeating or not eating enough, and inability to 
sleep or sleeping too much. You may want to check in with your student 
from time to time and see how things are going. Some students may 
adjust quickly while others will adjust slowly.

Though culture shock and the realization of being an outsider may be 
uncomfortable to the student, these conditions also open up windows of 
opportunity for volunteers to minister to the students. In his 1943 paper 
“A Theory of Human Motivation,” Abraham Maslow explained different 
levels of needs that humans have.22 These needs, he postulated, 
“arrange themselves in hierarchies of pre-potency. That is to say, the 
appearance of one need usually rests on the prior satisfaction of another, 
more prepotent need.”23
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According to Maslow, these needs can be divided into five categories: 
physiological, safety, love, esteem and self-actualization. Because the 
needs are hierarchical, they are often arranged in a pyramid that places 
physiological and safety needs toward the bottom, love and esteem in 
the middle, and self-actualization at the top. Once a lower need is met, a 
person will turn to the next higher need. While not writing from a Christian 
perspective, his theory does help us think about arranging a new 
student’s needs upon arriving at the local college or university.

We know that a person’s greatest need is God. However, lost in the swirl 
of the first few weeks of campus, most students are not thinking about 
that need. Their most pressing needs are: where to live; how to get from 
the airport to campus; where to find a grocery store; and who will be their 
friends and support group while living here.  

Let’s spend a few moments thinking about a student who is arriving in 
the United States to study for the first time. He or she will have spent a 
long time preparing to come here. They must study for tests and exams. 
Parents and relatives may have invested large sums of money for them  
to study here. Students may have spent long hours preparing the 
passport and visa forms needed. Then, they will say their goodbyes 
and travel upwards of 16 to 25 hours to arrive in the United States.  
Their home country or culture may be wary of the United States due to 
politics or culture. They also bring a worldview that is often not open to 
Christianity or even knowledgeable about Christianity. They arrive usually 
not knowing anyone. Imagine the stress, expectation and uncertainty 
each student brings.

As a Christian volunteer, we can help meet those students’ basic needs 
and, by doing so, build common bonds that allow us to speak to spiritual 
needs. However, we often want to go straight to talking about spiritual 
questions in our initial conversations that students are not prepared for. 
Let’s see where volunteers can connect to Maslow’s theory of needs. By 
doing so, we can look for natural bridges for the gospel.

At the bottom of the pyramid are physiological needs and safety. As 
students arrive at the airport to begin their course of study, they may be 
tired, hungry and unsure how they will get to campus. Though this will 
be a short period of need, it is also a great time to show love to them by 
being a person to meet those first level needs of survival in their new 
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host country. Some students, such as those from China or India, may 
have a large student group on campus that can greet them and help with 
transportation. But for other students, no one will greet them.  They will 
be on their own. Imagine the difference of the experience if a volunteer 
is there to meet them and take them to their dorm or home. These 
volunteers may also help with a trip to a store for some basic shopping. 
These volunteers are helping to meet the students’ basic needs.

In the middle of the pyramid is love. Maslow states that in trying to fulfill 
the need of love a person “will feel keenly, as never before, the absence 
of friends, or a sweetheart, or a wife, or children. He will hunger for 
affectionate relations with people in general, namely, for a place in his 
group, and he will strive with great intensity to achieve this goal.”24 As 
students adapt to their new routines, they will seek to connect and befriend 
others in the college environment. They will seek out relationships, but 
who will befriend them? Friendship and Christian love are ways to meet 
the needs of students who are looking for a new social network.  

One would hope that this network could be supported totally by American 
Christian college students, but the reality is that many American students 
are not reaching out to international students. As non-student volunteers, 
we have a unique opportunity in helping these students have a better 
experience while in school. Though non-student volunteers will not totally 
replace the social scene that students are looking for, non-student 
volunteers can provide an important complementary social group for 
international students. This could be an English café, a host family or 
other non-student groups that meet with internationals. We want to help 
meet the need for friendship and belonging of students in a variety of ways.   

Finally, at the top of the pyramid is esteem and self-actualization. For 
esteem, Maslow theorized that people are looking for “confidence in 
the face of the world, and independence and freedom,” and “the desire 
for reputation and prestige.”25 Here is where a healthy student needs 
to arrive in order to feel confident in his or her progress. This is where 
we also want students to be. We want them to succeed and not be 
dependent on us. It is also the place where students may be able to 
truly interact with us in talking about spiritual issues with the student 
fully engaged. Volunteers should be able to talk with students about the 
significance of what they are achieving. Will success in and of itself bring 
ultimate fulfillment? How will they use their new degrees for good?  
Why do their lives even matter?  
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Interestingly, in the same article, Maslow writes that “man is a perpetually 
wanting animal.”26 Though we would not consider man an animal, we 
can agree that humans are “perpetually wanting.” As Augustine said in 
his book Confessions, “Our hearts are restless, until they rest in thee.” 
Ultimately, to experience who we were intended to be, we have to find our 
true self in Christ and be conformed to Him. In the chapter titled “Spiritual 
Engagement,” we will revisit these issues and see how we can help 
students understand the nature of God.

All of these sections of the pyramid give us opportunities to minister to 
the student, share God’s love, and explain the gospel. We should never 
wait till a student has “arrived” at the top of the Maslow hierarchy, but 
we should think about how to relate the gospel to their present situation 
through our knowledge of the dynamics of student needs. When a 
student steps off a plane after hours of being cooped up in a small space, 
one of the best ways to start a witness to that student is to greet him or 
her with a smile and a ride to a dorm or host family. 
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QUESTIONS FOR C H A P T E R  O N E

1. Do any of the countries listed as the top senders or up and coming 
countries trouble you? Are you open for God to work through your 
concern?  

2.  Some of the countries sending students are not friendly to the United 
States. What issues might you need to work through?

3.  What are the opportunities to minister to students from these 
countries? (Consider Jonah 3 and Acts 10.)

4. Name the countries you or your team members have visited.

5. Did you experience any culture shock? What helped you during  
this experience?

6.  What needs do you see yourself helping with in regards to students?

7.  What do you think of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs? Can it be a useful 
tool to help understand students’ transition through school?

Resources for Chapter One
Operation World, Jason Mandryk.
Country Profiles from International Students Inc. internationalstudents.org 
CIA World Fact Book (available online)



CHAPTER TWO 
R E A S O N S  T O  M I N I S T E R  T O 
I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S T U D E N T S 

Then I saw another angel flying directly overhead, with an 

eternal gospel to proclaim to those who dwell on earth, 

to every nation and tribe and language and people. And he 

said with a loud voice, Fear God and give Him glory, because 

the hour of His judgment has come, and worship Him who 

made heaven and earth, the sea and the springs of water.

R E V E L A T I O N  1 4 : 6 – 7  ( E S V )

Now that we have described the students who are coming here, another 
big question is why should we care about them? Why should we try to 
invest in them? One of the biggest challenges of creating a team to 
minister to international students is vision. Getting team members from 
the church and staff on board will be crucial. You can reach students 
whom you personally know, but to increase your range and depth of 
reach, you will need people working and praying together as a team. 
So here are a few ways to help build vision for your team while also 
grounding yourself and your team in why you do what you do.

G O D ’ S  G L O R Y

“Missions is not the ultimate goal of the church. Worship is. Missions 
exists because worship doesn’t. Worship is ultimate, not missions, 
because God is ultimate, not man.”1 With these opening lines from 
his book Let the Nations Be Glad, John Piper shares a new and fresh 
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perspective about why we do missions. One day, missions will stop, but 
worship will not.  Revelation 14 paints a vivid and beautiful picture of the 
144,000 who will sing in worship to God:  

“Then I looked, and behold, on Mount Zion stood the Lamb, and with 
Him 144,000 who had His name and His Father’s name written on 
their foreheads. And I heard a voice from heaven like the roar of many 
waters and like the sound of loud thunder. The voice I heard was like 
the sound of harpists playing on their harps, and they were singing a 
new song before the throne and before the elders.”  

When we reach heaven, there will be every tribe, tongue and nation singing 
to the Lord. It will be a wonderful, eternal praise of worship. And yet, there 
are many now who do not worship God or even know Him. Reaching 
international students with the good news of Jesus Christ is about bringing 
glory and worship to God by people who do not yet know Him. 

G O D  I S  L O V E

We can minister to people because God is love. Starting with the 
foundation of God’s love, we can love others. We love God because He 
first loved us. As God’s love pours into us and changes our hearts, we are 
pouring out this love to those around us. When asked what the greatest 
commandment was, Christ stated that it was to love God with all our 
heart, soul, mind and strength, and our neighbor as ourselves. When 
asked, “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus responded with the famous story of 
the Good Samaritan. When we understand the Samaritans as seen by 
Jews of the first century, we see the radical love that Christ expects us to 
have for those around us, even those who are different. This is the kind of 
love that only Christ can give, and the kind of love that allows us to bridge 
divisions of race, nationality and religion. It will take this kind of love to 
reach international students who may be from a religion or country that is 
at odds with our culture or country. When Jesus instructed the Jews of His 
day to walk an extra mile for a Roman soldier, He may as well have said a 
terrorist or enemy combatant in today’s wars.

An example of this type of love from the World War II era is Jacob 
DeShazer. An airman in the U.S. Air Force during the war, Jacob flew in the 
famous Doolittle mission to bomb Japan after its attack on Pearl Harbor. 
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The challenge of this mission was that the Americans did not have bases 
for the airplanes to land on after the attack (the planes took off from an 
aircraft carrier). Most pilots headed to China where they attempted to 
land and find friendly Chinese who would help them find safety.   

DeShazer, however, was found by occupying Japanese troops and held 
in a prison camp for the rest of the war. While in prison, DeShazer was 
beaten and placed in solitary confinement. However, even in this terrible 
prison, he received a copy of a Bible. Agreeing to keep it only for three 
weeks so as to pass it on to others, Deshazer began reading it straight 
through the day.2 After reading the Bible several times, he became a 
Christian. After his rescue at the end of the war, he attended Seattle 
Pacific College to prepare  to be a missionary. He planned to return to the 
country where he was beaten and tortured.

In 1950, Mitsuo Fuchida, who led the attack on Pearl Harbor, read a 
pamphlet written by DeShazer. It changed his life. Fuchida became an 
evangelist and traveled all over Japan. Sometimes DeShazer and Fuchida 
preached together in Japan. Eventually, DeShazer settled in Nagoya, 
Japan — the city he had bombed in the Doolittle raid. This is an example 
of how God’s love changes hearts and allows us to love others, even 
those we may be at war with.

Though DeShazer was a missionary who traveled to Japan, the 
same change of heart needs to take place for those who minister to 
international students here. With the rise and fall of various nations, 
terrorist attacks and leftover animosity from previous wars, we who 
stay and minister also need to have a change of heart. In working with 
volunteers, I remember right after the terrorist attack on the World Trade 
Center that a host family had decided not to host a student from Saudi 
Arabia due to the attack. They just could not host someone from the 
same country as the attackers. It is at these times of crisis and natural 
reaction, however, that we need God’s love to flow through us and take  
us to new heights of ministry.  

R E A C H  T H E  A L I E N  I N  O U R  L A N D

The Bible also has a special call to help the stranger and alien among 
us. Though God often warned Israel about the difficulties of following 
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Him surrounded by so many nations that worshiped false gods and idols, 
He nevertheless made strong pronouncements concerning the alien, 
stranger and sojourner within Israel. In Exodus 23:12, for instance, He 
states, “Six days you shall do your work, but the seventh day you shall 
rest; that your ox and your donkey may have rest, and the son your 
servant woman, and the alien, may be refreshed.” Furthermore, He 
states in Exodus 22:21 that the sojourner among them should not be 
oppressed: “You shall not wrong a sojourner or oppress him, for you were 
sojourners in the land of Egypt.” In Deuteronomy 1:16, we also see that 
the alien was to have a fair trial, and in Deuteronomy 14:14, that the 
sojourner was to share in the festivals of Israel.

In Ephesians 2:12, we also are reminded that as Gentiles, we were 
ourselves aliens who were far from God. But now in Christ, we have 
been brought near, reconciled and no longer are strangers and aliens. 
In Ephesians 2:12, Paul twice uses the Greek word xenoi which means 
strangers and the root from which we get “xenophobia,” or fear of 
strangers. Jesus, in reconciling us to Himself, crosses the divide of 
spiritual stranger to bring us to God. This is a great image of how we 
should reach out to the stranger to bring peace to those who do not know 
God, and to those who feel alienated in a cultural sense while in the 
United States.  

R E A C H  A L L  T H E  N A T I O N S

In Matthew 28:19, Jesus commands us to make disciples of all the 
nations. In Greek, the word “nations” is the root from which we get the 
word “ethnic.” Jesus is telling us to reach all the different ethnic groups 
of the world. In one “nation,” which is really a political title, hundreds of 
different ethnicities can exist. For instance, the Joshua Project lists 2,153 
different people groups alone in India.3 Today, many missiologists use the 
term “people groups” to refer to these ethnic groups. There is no way to 
equate India with just one people group. According to the International 
Mission Board, there are 11,239 people groups currently living around 
the world.4 Of those documented, 6,543 people groups have only 2 
percent evangelical Christians in their midst, while a further 3,059 have 
no Christian witness at all. Working with international students is one 
part of reaching the diverse people groups of the world. Many of these 
students represent people groups with little or no Christian witness. 
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Some of them are students who have not heard the gospel or even met a 
Christian. Ministering to international students is about reaching people 
from various countries who have never heard the gospel.

S T R A T E G I C  F O C U S

Not all Christians can go on a mission trip or become full-time missionaries. 
Yet, all Christians are called to reach the nations. One practical way to do 
this is by ministering to international students here in the United States. 
There is no red tape to cut through, and the cost is minimal.  

Working with international students allows more people to engage 
unreached people groups. Of the top five sending countries (China, India, 
South Korea, Saudi Arabia and Canada) to the United States, three of 
them have little gospel access.5 China, India, and Saudi Arabia have 
small Christian populations and serious hindrances to establishing more 
churches due to government and cultural prohibitions.6 But since these 
countries are sending record numbers of students to the United States to 
study, shouldn’t we seriously focus on these students?  

How much do people spend on short-term missions? Of course it depends 
on the location, but trips can cost several hundred dollars to thousands 
of dollars. Working with international students here would really just cost 
the time spent together, gas for the car and an extra plate of food on the 
table. Not much compared to airfare, visas, insurance, costs on the field 
and money for gifts to bring back home. Am I saying to abandon short-
term mission trips? No, I am not. But I am saying that we need to look at 
international student ministry as an important mission effort right here. 
Remember, no passport is required!

Also, for those who plan to go on a mission trip, it is a good way to 
experience the feel of cross-cultural ministry before going. What about 
those Christians who go on a mission trip and upon returning say, “now 
what?” Doing international missions locally allows them to put into 

We too have learned about other cultures - what they 

are proud of, what are normal activities, and what are 

special events in their home land“
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practice what they learned on their mission trip. Knowing some of the 
national language would go a long way in making friends in the country to 
which you travel. Doesn’t it make sense to learn some of that language 
from a native speaker before you leave?

Furthermore, working with international students here allows you to 
work with the 10/30 window. That’s right, the 10/30 window of young, 
globally-minded students between the ages of 10 and 30.7 According 
to Global Youth and Family Ministries, the emerging youth culture now 
has “more in common with each other than they do with the adults in 
their own culture. Theirs is a world shaped by media, by technology, and 
by the predominance of English as the language of the internet.”8 Just 
think about all the places around the world now that use the internet, cell 
phones and social media to talk about issues and global events. These 
young people and students are being influenced in ways their parents 
never were. By ministering to the “plugged in” students, you may be able 
to reach their friends and siblings who are also in the 10/30 window.  

In his book Transforming Worldviews, Paul Hiebert argues that there are 
several carriers of globalization. These are business and finance, global 
governing bodies, the academy, the rapid move of people around the 
world, popular culture, and information technology.9 We can quickly see 
that many international students fit within these carriers, as many are 
in the academy and plan to stay there or plan to work in a business or 
technology industry. The fact that they are here in the first place proves 
the point with regards to rapid movement of people around the world.  

While reaching international students here in the United States will 
never replace going to those unreached places yet to hear the gospel, 
it is still an inexpensive complementary ministry to global missions.10 
By ministering to an international student here, you may be preparing a 
spiritual leader for an unreached people group back in his or her home 
country. But no matter to whom you minister, you will be part of a global 
part to reach the nations and expand God’s kingdom.

N A T I O N A L  I M P A C T

By ministering to international students, you may also be influencing 
a future leader of another country, hosting a business leader who will 
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someday create a new company, or an inventor who will change the way 
we live. You never know who might be eating at your table. One such 
future leader was Xi Jiping. Arriving in Iowa in 1985 for an agricultural 
research project, Xi stayed at the modest home of the Dvorchak family. Xi 
(now president of China), revisited his host family 27 years later as a way 
to thank them for their hospitality. Chinese officials stated that “the trip 
flowed from Mr. Xi’s desire to relive a pleasant period from his past and 
to reconnect with Iowa farmers and other residents he came to know a 
quarter-century ago.”11 While we may not entertain future presidents each 
time we host a student, we certainly do have the opportunity to influence 
those we encounter. And those we influence may have huge influence in 
the company, country or government where they live and work.  

Also, because so many students are coming from certain countries, 
these students can have multiple impacts in their home country. Chinese 
students, for example, are in their “third wave” of studying in the United 
States.12 Those students who came in the “second wave” (between 1909 
and 1930) became leaders who went back to China at a critical time 
in its history. Many of these students were given scholarships by the 
American government to make up for excessive indemnity payments by 
the Chinese government after the Boxer Rebellion.13 The students went 
on to influence China in many and varied ways. Now in the “third wave” 
there are over 200,000 Chinese who will impact their country. We need to 
be praying for individuals, but also for the impact that multiple students 
will have cumulatively. While historical trends may not repeat themselves, 
there could be other countries that send enough students to have critical 
influence on their home countries.  

L E A R N I N G

If you like to learn, international student ministry is for you. Students from 
all across the globe come here to study. They bring with them a whole 
new perspective on the world and current events. You might learn how an 
article or news report is over-simplified. You might learn new ideas about 
history, language or religion. No matter what you explore, you will learn 
something new. By learning from these students, you will also understand 
their context so as to be able to speak the gospel to them in a relevant 
way. We need to take different approaches due to different cultures. 
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What resonates with a Muslim will not with an atheist. Working with 
Buddhist students will be different from Hindus. I will never forget being 
at a missions conference where a speaker who worked in Thailand said 
that he never started with the Romans Road of witnessing when talking 
to Thai people. Instead, he started in Ecclesiastes. A person asked why. 
He responded that the people he worked with were very concerned about 
suffering and asking “why” questions. They wanted to escape suffering. 
The book of Ecclesiastes met them where they were. Whoever you are 
working with, learn from them so you can speak to where they are. Also, 
one will quickly learn that sometimes students turn out to be cultural 
Hindus or Buddhists and will not be able to articulate what they actually 
believe or why.

Ministering to international students is also a great way to introduce 
the world to your children or grandchildren. Rather than just read a 
book about Africa, speak with someone from there. Share a meal and 
find out what it is really like. More importantly, introduce your family 
to the concept of world missions and a perspective bigger than just 
the United States.14 In a 2002 survey, National Geographic found that 
younger Americans’ knowledge of geography was not good. In fact, it was 
troubling.15 As Christians, we need to have a perspective of more than just 
the United States. We need to see how history, geography and religion all 
play into the world around us.   

M U L T I C U L T U R A L

As we move further into the 21st century, the makeup of the American 
population will continue to change. Though the white population is just 
under 75 percent according to the 2010 census, the fastest growth is 
among the non-white population.16 By 2050, according to the Smithsonian 
Institution, whites will no longer be the majority of the population.17 Also, 
according to the same source, mixed race populations and the Hispanic 
population will continue to increase. While we will have to wait until the 
next census in 2020 to see if the demographic trends continue as rapidly 
as predicted, the fact is that the United States will look very different. The 
lessons learned by engaging international students cross-culturally will also 
be lessons that all churches can use to reach non-believers cross-culturally. 
We are becoming multicultural and international in ways as never before. 
For those in white enclave churches, it is time to get out and see the world, 
right here in the United States.  
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M U L T I G E N E R A T I O N A L

As you proceed through this book, you will see that international student 
ministry is a multigenerational ministry that American students, singles, 
families and retirees can easily participate in. Many different types of 
volunteers are needed because international students are so diverse. As 
we saw when we reviewed the profile of the different students studying 
here, there are many different cultures, ages and stages of life within 
the student profiles. Because the students are so diverse, the volunteer 
population also needs to be diverse. Because many cultures respect 
elders, we need volunteers who are not college-age to be involved. On 
the other end of the spectrum, since some graduate students have small 
children, having a host family with children to play with also makes for a 
natural connection. Ministering to international students allows for the 
whole range of church membership to be involved.  

F U N

On a less academic note, working with internationals is fun. Not only can we 
learn from them, but we can have fun while learning and ministering to them. 
Do you like to cook? Then try some new recipes from international students. 
I will never forget students cooking with us in our home. We love to eat foods 
from all over the world. What is better than learning dishes by someone from 
South Korea, India or China? I will never forget Ashish, a student from India, 
bringing his blender to our house to make curry. We bought the ingredients 
that he suggested for the curry and helped make the dishes under his 
supervision. We feasted on great food and then sat back and marveled at 
what he had accomplished.   

What do you like to do? What are you good at doing? Include an international 
student.  Many students are eager to learn cultural aspects of American life. 
Your hobby or sporting event may be very interesting to them. They can also 
teach you a craft or hobby. Over the years, we have learned about origami, 
Iranian dances and ping pong skills, just to name a few. Cultural events are 
also great times to invite a student over to your house. Holidays are fun times 
for students and great ways to teach about American life. The main point is to 
be a friend and enjoy the learning process.   
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QUESTIONS FOR C H A P T E R  T W O

1. Can you explain how international student ministry fits into a global 
perspective of world missions?

2. What is your idea of a missionary? How do you view yourself while 
working with international students?

3. What spiritual disciplines need to be honed, started or taught to others 
to prepare for missions work?

4. How can you incorporate the concept of a “world Christian” into your 
family, church or network of friends?

5. Which reasons for reaching international students resonate with you?

6.  Are there any barriers that might hold you back from working with 
international students? How might you or your team overcome these?



CHAPTER THREE 
B U I L D I N G  Y O U R  T E A M 
A N D  N E T W O R K 

For the body does not consist of one member but of many.

1  C O R I N T H I A N S  1 2 : 1 4  ( E S V )

At some point, you are going to need to build a team in order to reach 
students. Yes, you can always be a host family by yourself, but working 
with others allows you to do more, and just as importantly creates a 
“family” of coworkers who can pray together, share the work together, and 
share the joy and pains of cross-cultural ministry together. Your team may 
be your family, several families in a small group, several small groups in 
your church or several churches working together. Regardless of what size 
team you have, there are organizational areas that need to be addressed. 
Let’s take a look at some of these issues, and the parts of a team that 
might be needed.

S C O U T  Y O U R  T E A M

In looking at the variation of international students, one quickly sees 
that students cover a wide diversity of countries, ages and academic 
achievement. Because students are so different, teams created to reach 
them should also have diversity or be tailored to reach one particular 
student/scholar profile. Generally, American students and volunteers 
are able to help others younger than themselves rather than those older 
than themselves. For instance, an American freshman is not going to 
relate well to a graduate student or visiting scholar. However, an American 
family should be able to reach out to college-age international students 
learning English or a married graduate student.  
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Take time to think about the different ages your team wishes to reach. 
Here are some examples of team members: American college students, 
Christian international students, singles, married couples with children, 
and those who are retired. What about various professions represented 
in your church? If your local college has a large business school, for 
example, then members in your church working in various businesses 
might be great fits for your team. Think about how you could weave these 
various types of volunteers into your team. The more diverse the better, 
but keep an eye on your audience you are trying to reach as well.

C A S T  V I S I O N  F O R  Y O U R  T E A M

Vision is the galvanizing force that will help get your team motivated and 
your church behind you. Make sure you can articulate why your church 
should have a team to reach international students. Review “Chapter 
Two: Reasons to Minister to International Students.” Practice on giving a 
short (one to two minutes at most) pitch as to why your church (or smaller 
groups in the church) should be on board with this mission project. 
Don’t feel that you have to have everyone in your church on board to 
do this. Start small, and see what God does. But be able to help team 
members or potential team members see the vision you have for reaching 
international students.

F O C U S  Y O U R  T E A M

With so many different students from different countries, your team may 
want to focus on just one type of student or scholar (see levels above), 
country, people group or age. On the other hand, your team may want to 
minister to all the students. Who to focus on will be determined by the 
demographic mix of students in the area, breadth and depth of your team, 
etc.  You may also want to think about ministry models (see appendix A) 
as you think about your strategy. Of course you may also want to take an 
inventory of what resources (people, meeting space, location to campus, 
etc.) you have at your church and then decide. 

To find demographics, most universities make public the international 
student enrollment. You can contact the office of international students and 
scholars at your local university to find that information.  
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Sometimes it is posted on the university website. At the end of this chapter, 
please review the questions designed to help you think through your focus 
for the team. 

A R R A N G E  Y O U R  T E A M

As you start to get a vision of who you want to reach, you can begin to 
think about your ministry team and how it will function. You will need to 
think about ministry models, but also how the parts of the team will work 
together. Here are a few sub-teams for the bigger team. Even if you start 
out small, you will still need to think in terms of systems and functions 
that even a two or three-person team will perform.  

Prayer Team

This might be overlooked in the effort to be “hands and feet” of Christ, 
but prayer is important. Many students are steeped in traditional religions 
or hard secular propaganda. Even though our love and apologetics may 
cause them to think, only the Holy Spirit can change hearts. Find prayer 
warriors and those who want to be involved but may not be able to 
meet with the students. They can do great work through prayer. Prayer 
also opens our eyes to what God is doing, and how He wants to change 
us. Pray that the hearts of volunteers will be changed, and that new 
volunteers will see the need to reach international students.  

Transportation Team

Many students will not have a car. They will be limited in where they can 
go. You might have a great event, but if no one can get there, what is the 
use? Ask churches if you can borrow a van, or sign up volunteers to pick 
up students at their dorms. Find American and international students 
with cars and ask them to drive also. When friends bring friends it helps 
dramatically with the transportation issue. Planning events on campus 
can also help relieve the need to always coordinate transportation.

Events Team

You will need a group of people who will help to organize, publicize, 
and run the events. If you are having a meal one weekend for students, 
someone needs to find the location, get out the word, and make sure it 
is well organized. This team could easily be an intergenerational team or 
teams from different churches.  
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Bible Study Team

Not everyone is gifted in teaching, especially teaching the Bible to 
students who already have Ph.Ds! But there are people who would love 
the challenge of helping students who have never heard the gospel. 
Find people who are gifted teachers and are patient to explore concepts 
with students. It may take several years to get past cultural, religious or 
atheistic baggage to help them understand the gospel. But do not forget, 
people are more likely to listen to those who care for them, not just those 
who have all the answers.

U N D E R S T A N D  Y O U R  T E A M

I have a colleague who admitted that during his campus ministry days he 
felt that his students were lazy. He just did not understand why he wanted 
to do so many different things and others seemed not as focused. He also 
admitted though, that he was terrible at listening. He once fell asleep in a 
counseling session with a student.  However, after taking an assessment 
with the Clifton StrengthsFinder assessment from Gallup, he realized his 
strengths gifted him to be an activator who wanted to get things done. But 
other student members of his team had different strengths. StrengthsFinder 
identifies 34 talents, ranging from Achiever to “Woo,” (which stands for 
winning others over), and arranges them into four categories: executing, 
influencing, relationship building and strategic thinking. Knowing these 
talents can be a real “aha” moment for individuals and teams.  

Having done the StrengthsFinder survey myself, I would highly suggest that 
any large team have its core members/leaders take the assessment. It can 
really help pinpoint strengths so that team members can maximize their 
talents. It would also be good even for a small team to help process how 
people react to situations differently, in anticipation of growing into a larger 
team, or even just for an individual who wants to know more about his or 
her talents. The assessment is done online after buying a StrengthsFinder 
book.1 Be sure to get a new book, not a used one, because you will need 
to get the code, which is good for only one person, to take the assessment. 
After you take the assessment, have the team discuss the results and see if 
there are any similarities among the group. Leaders of student ministries or 
churches may want to help team members with interpreting the results as 
well, depending on how the team is structured.
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K E E P  Y O U R  T E A M  H E A L T H Y

Building a team is one venture. Keeping it together and healthy is 
another. Anyone working in campus ministry knows that most collegiate 
teams are based on a four-year rotation that for practical reasons is 
actually shorter than that. Many freshmen are not prepared to be on a 
team, and many seniors are already detached from the campus zeitgeist 
as they begin to move out to the “real world.” This will affect your teams 
to the degree to which you utilize students in your teams. With non-
student volunteers, the four-year cycle is not so much of an issue, but 
still you will experience attrition. Teams are made of individuals, and 
individuals can be moody, fickle, tired and fearful.  

Teams need to be constantly assessed, tweaked and supported from year 
to year. There is no such thing as an auto-pilot team in campus ministry. 
Anyone who has worked on teams in a church also knows that new people 
need to come in as veterans move on for various reasons. So it will be 
with your teams reaching international students. One of the key elements 
in keeping your teams going will be recruiting new people to become a 
part of the team before the veterans move out. Transferring the wisdom, 
skills and experience of one team member to a new team member will 
be greatly appreciated by all, rather than trying to fill a vacuum when the 
team is falling apart. Go through your team lists periodically looking to 
see who can be mentors and who should be invited to the teams.

Having a common vision and methodology is also key in having teams 
work well. Several times a year, and at a minimum once a year, potential 
team members should be invited to training days that will help to keep 
people focused on the task and allow them some continuing education. 
A social function can also be included in these events to help. Set aside 
certain times each year for the team to get together and pray for each 
other and the students. Praying together helps unify a team and breathes 
in new energy and life.  

E D U C A T E  Y O U R  T E A M

During the year, find a book on the culture or history of another country 
that everyone can read and discuss. Watch a movie or documentary 
about a people group or country. Talk about it together and see if it has 
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helped you all understand a new aspect about culture, religion, history, 
etc. Invite a former missionary or native citizen of another country to talk 
to the team about life there. Create fun and innovative ways for you and 
your team to learn together about different cultures or religions. Interview 
students about religious issues or culture questions to learn from them 
first hand. The main thing is to keep learning, realizing that the more we 
learn, the more we can contextualize to better help our student friends.  

P R A I S E  Y O U R  T E A M

I was astonished to find out that a lady who had been serving meals to 
American students in a local ministry for more than 10 years had never 
been recognized for her efforts. She represented those tireless few who 
keep on going no matter what. However, the truth is that everyone likes 
to be praised and recognized to some degree. It helps to energize us 
and makes us feel respected and appreciated. Finding time to praise 
your team will be well worth it. An end of the year recognition night will 
be well worth the effort. It can be a time to reflect, hear testimonies, and 
thank, thank, thank your team. Even if your team is small, get together, 
celebrate, and praise God for what He did during the past year and where 
He is taking you next!

F U N D  Y O U R  T E A M

Though this book is intended for individuals and church teams, there are 
reasons to have funding for your team. The obvious reason of course is 
that ministry can cost money! Though much of what we do as volunteers 
comes out of our own pockets for kingdom purposes, there might be 
some things that are too expensive. One way to fund your team is to have 
an official line item put into the budget of a partnering church. This would 
imply an endorsement by the church. Of course, that does not always 
mean “buy-in” by the members. You may want to check with your church 
staff, budget committee, or constitution about how funding for ministry 
gets allocated.  

Another way to get funding might be to ask a Sunday School class or 
small group to donate items that might be needed for a project, or for 
them to “pass the plate” one day for money. One time when I wanted to 
put up flags for different countries at our English café, I asked different 
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adult Sunday School classes to “adopt” one of the countries and buy a 
flag. This worked really well since some of the classes had taken mission 
trips to some of the countries on the list. Almost all the flags were paid for 
this way.

Sometimes, however, there is a staffing issue that needs to be addressed 
by hiring personnel. Some churches have the resources to pay a missions 
pastor or pastor for international students. Many times this is not an 
option due to budget limitations. However, in some of the pioneer 
ministries of the western states where churches are not as plentiful, as 
say the Bible Belt of the south, some churches are using a self-funded 
model to provide extra staff. In this situation, a person (whether full-time 
or a part-time intern) could raise funds from a personal network so as 
to work in the ministry. These funds could go through the church office 
for tax purposes or through a denominational national or state entity. 
You may contact your denominational staff to find out more details. Also, 
there may be national parachurch organizations that would be willing to 
do the same.  

The main thing about funding your team is to pray for God to open doors 
for funding and use your imagination. A great resource about self-funding 
is the book, The God Ask by Steve Shadrach.2 Anyone who is even 
thinking about support raising for ministry should read this book.

P O S I T I O N  Y O U R  T E A M

This section differs from the others in that it specifically looks at teams 
that may wish to work together with other churches or ministries in 
reaching international students. Though we covered team dynamics 
and related issues earlier, this section will explore more in depth about 
networking with other groups.   

One of the key decisions a church, parachurch or non-profit ministry will 
need to make is whether it will partner with other groups to help minister 
to international students. Obviously, there are advantages to doing 
this, but disadvantages as well. Your church or team will need to think 
and pray about this question. Advantages include: shared resources, a 
shared location perhaps, complementary strengths and a united witness 
to students. Disadvantages include: more complex systems, potential 
conflict over theology, methodology and command structure.  
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Ally Your Team Strategically

With the attack on Pearl Harbor and the German declaration of war 
against the United States, the U.S. Armed Forces found themselves in a 
two-front war covering thousands of miles. Though they did have allies 
in this war, there was the great reality that the different allies would not 
work together efficiently or effectively. If inter-service rivalry was all too 
clear, how much more could armies from different countries squabble 
about conduct of battle? Which country was the most important to 
confront: Japan or Germany? What was the best strategy to win? Hoping 
to create a coordinated command structure as soon as possible the 
British and U.S. forces met at the Arcadia Conference in Washington, D.C. 
to craft policies and procedures to be more effective in the war effort. The 
result was the establishment of the Combined Chiefs of Staff and later an 
“agreement on a worldwide division of strategic responsibility.”3 Leaders 
for each region with unified command were also appointed, perhaps most 
famously represented by General Dwight Eisenhower as Supreme Allied 
Commander in Europe.  

Clearly, with a combined command structure and recognized leader in 
each area of operations, the Allies were able to work more efficiently to 
defeat the Axis powers. So it is with our efforts to push back spiritual 
lostness and bring the gospel to those who have never heard.  We 
know that Satan loves to keep Christians divided and fighting amongst 
themselves. But Jesus calls us to unity and love for our brothers and 
sisters in Christ. If we can work with other like-minded Christian groups to 
reach students, we can create combined efforts that are more effective 
than just one ministry.  

You don’t have to have a Supreme Allied Commander appointed to work 
with other groups, but you do need to think as allies and strategically. 
You could be in an alliance that is more like a league of ministries that 
plan events together, take turns hosting events, etc. Regardless of the 
alliances you make, here are some things to think about:

1. Denominational Ties

One of the natural places to start in seeking allies is with your own 
denomination. Your church may have sister churches nearby which could 
provide volunteers, funds, transportation or other logistical help.  
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Check with your state or local representatives to help find out about these 
churches or campus groups.   

2.  Location

Is there a church near campus that might be an ally and host for events? 
Location is key for many students who do not have transportation. A short 
walk to an event can make all the difference in how many students will 
come out for an event. 

3.  Registered Student Organizations

If your church or team is not involved with a recognized student 
organization, you may want to see if there are any organizations on 
campus working with international students. If so, these organizations 
may need volunteers to help them. Organizations working with American 
students can also be allies in helping to reach international students.   

4.  Help with Languages

f you are ministering to a large number of students from one country, 
think about working with a church from that country or language group 
that is near the campus, or near enough to do some cultural training with 
your team. Students can be reached effectively by both English-speaking 
and non-English-speaking groups for different reasons. Students often 
want to experience “real America” from an English speaking volunteer, 
but may also want times with a volunteer from his home country due to 
shared culture. Having Christians from both groups can make a huge 
difference in the life of a student. It also helps them see that Christianity 
is not just an “American” religion.  

Ally Your Team Prudently 

To help keep the network/team running as smoothly as possible it is 
important to remove as many potential problems before launching the 
ministry. One of the most frustrating things about working with multiple 
volunteers, churches, and denominations was to see students fought over 
by different groups. We want to avoid such fights by helping these groups 
see the huge unreached pool of students, not fighting over the ones who 
are responding or seeking questions about the gospel.  

Another issue that comes up is where will a student be baptized or attend 
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church once he or she makes a decision. What is mutual effort can turn 
into competition once a student is ready to commit. How do we avoid 
such situations that put students on the spot, and make other volunteers 
leery of wanting to work with others? Here are several key concepts to 
help guide your team:  

1.  Know What You Are For

If you are going to open up your team to other volunteers, or send your 
volunteers to partner with other organizations, know what you believe 
and are for. This doesn’t just mean theology. Yes, there are many non-
Christian organizations working with international students. But that is 
really not what I am talking about. Rather, it is the methodology of how 
one works with students. People can agree on theology but differ in 
methodology. It matters! I will never forget the pastor who told me that if 
his ministry fed students at an event they have to go to Bible study. If not, 
he kicks them out. I am sure we basically agreed on theology. But we sure 
did not agree on methodology.  

Looking over the previous material in this book, if you have not read it, 
will help to direct you to knowing more about how you want to work as a 
team and what your methodology should be. Will you require students 
to attend a Bible study if they are at one of your events? Will you use 
pressure to help students make decisions to become Christians? Will you 
ask Christians students to work on long projects with you because that 
“is what God wants them to do” even if it is taking them away from school 
studies?  

Thinking through your methodology is important. If you are building 
credibility with the school and the students who attend there, you do not 
want to get involved with a group that has no credibility. Building bridges 
is much more helpful than burning bridges. You may want to put together 
a covenant for volunteers to sign which states the things you are for and 
your expectations  from them. Here are some examples of issues that you 
may want to cover in describing your methodology:

Transparent

This is being truthful upfront with students about events they are invited 
to. No one likes being tricked into something. I always tried to see events 
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as either a welcoming event, or a spiritual development event. For 
instance, if we invited students to a free cookout it would be about just 
that. A free meal with no strings attached. If we were going to do a Bible 
study, we would do that but make sure we advertised it as such. Does this 
mean that you cannot share the gospel at a cookout? No, of course you 
can. But it means you will do it in a natural way, not in a manipulative way. 
What it means is that you don’t “bait and switch” with students. Students 
know when they are being manipulated or used. Don’t go down that road. 
Truth in advertising will go a long way in building credibility with schools 
and students.

Caring

By this, I mean that volunteers put the good of the student first at all 
times.  Students are here to learn, become socially stable and graduate. 
We want them to achieve that goal. Unfortunately, sometimes volunteers, 
churches or other individuals will want to use students for their own ends, 
regardless of how it affects their studies. I have seen students drawn 
into situations where they become isolated from other students, were not 
focused on their studies, and were pressured to “be at church” regardless 
of what was going on in their academic work. We are here to bless 
students, and that means putting their well-being first.

Relational

Relational means that we are friends with students and they are our 
equals. We do not talk down to them or assume positions of power or 
authority over them. We respect their opinions and culture even if we 
disagree with them.  We want to be sharing the gospel in relationships 
that allow students to see the gospel in how we act towards them. We 
attempt to understand the context of each student and speak truth and 
love into each situation.   

This is a ministry that the whole family can participate in and life-

long friendships can be made.  It is a privilege to see God at work 

in these friendships where both the students and volunteers are 

blessed, where God can soften hearts so seeds of the gospel can be 

planted, and where volunteers can serve & share for God’s Glory

“
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2.  Trust but Verify

Knowing what you are for will take you a long way in getting “on the same 
page” with fellow volunteers from the same church or ministry. However, 
sometimes you need to also “trust but verify.”  During the 1980s at the 
end of the Cold War, President Reagan and Soviet Premier Gorbachev 
met on several occasions to discuss world affairs, treaties, and the 
reduction of nuclear arms. At the time, the two sides were locked in a 
struggle across the globe. There were many in the United States who 
wanted a reduction and were willing to give the Soviets the benefit of the 
doubt. At a news conference with Gorbachev at his side, Reagan spoke a 
phrase in Russian that translated as “trust but verify.” He was willing to 
trust the Soviets to actually reduce the weapons, but he also wanted a 
way to make sure they really did it.  

When working with other churches, volunteers, or ministries, teams 
should find out what are the theological beliefs of those they may 
be working with. One way to do this is to look at their statements of 
faith. These are usually posted on websites, church constitutions, or 
denominational guidelines, or books of order. With the rise of more and 
more independent and non-denominational churches, however, teams 
would be wise to verify the beliefs of those they partner with. Of course, 
teams can go to one of two extremes with guidelines that are either too 
constraining or too loose. A good compromise that will allow different 
groups to participate is a broadly evangelical statement of faith that 
covers the important doctrines but does not focus so narrowly as to limit 
participation. Though coming from a Baptist background, I have to admit 
that some of the best volunteers were not Baptist. 

One example of a good statement of faith that is readily available is the 
Association of Christians Ministering among Internationals (ACMI) found 
in appendix F. It is used as the statement of faith for all who join ACMI, 
but I found it useful as well in my own ministry to make sure everyone 
who was working as a volunteer was a believer.  

3.  Watch Out for Hidden Agendas

Though it would be great if all individuals, groups and churches would be 
totally upfront about their goals, the truth is that there are those out there 
doing ministry who have hidden agendas. By hidden agendas, I mean that 
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they do not really want to work with other groups as equals but use them. 
Usually this is a group that sees kingdom work only if it happens on their 
turf. Sometimes it is a personality issue, sometimes a theology issue. 
These are some of the characteristics of a group with a hidden agenda: 
undermining volunteers from other churches, trying to keep students only 
at their own church, superiority complex, attempting to oust leaders in 
order to change the direction of the ministry. Though these actions may 
seem extreme, they do happen. Be ready to deal with situations before 
they get too complicated. Remember that not everyone is ready to do 
cross-cultural missions, and not everyone is a team player. You want to 
have team players who are mature enough to put students first, not their 
own egos.

L A U N C H  Y O U R  T E A M

Preacher Gary had a great ability to draw a crowd. He traveled all across 
North Carolina to various Atlantic Coast Conference colleges and perhaps 
other states too, preaching hell and damnation to anyone who would 
listen. Often, there were large crowds. But even so, they just had a good 
time yelling back at him and seeing how mad they could make him. He 
was on campus and he drew a crowd, but not much real ministry was 
done. He met college students but there were no bridges built.  

One of the most practical questions to ask when launching a team is: 
“How do I meet international students?” Finding these students seems 
daunting at first. But the key is how you approach ministry. People who 
walk around on campus trying to hand out leaflets are often ignored. 
Street preachers are ridiculed and mocked. While some students may 
talk to strangers on campus, many of them will be wary of engaging in 
conversation. If you just want to drop in and try to “grab” students with no 
bridge to the campus, you most likely will have a frustrating experience. 
However, if your goal is to bless the university and the different student 
groups long-term, it will shape your ministry dramatically. Here are a few 
ideas on launching your ministry and meeting students:

B E C O M E  A  F R I E N D  F A M I L Y  

Many colleges recruit families from the community to be friends with  
during the year. Usually the student does not live with the family, but will 



visit at least once a month. This is a great way to have a relationship with 
a student. You also help the college or university by meeting their needs! 
International students provide top dollars to many colleges’ budgets. 
Retaining students and helping them have a good experience leads to 
ratings and more students. Many universities are looking to have more 
community involvement for their students and even have staff positions 
to help with this endeavor. Why not get on the university’s team by being 
an official volunteer?  

Meeting with a student to take him or her shopping, having him or her 
over for dinner, and explaining an American holiday are all events that 
will help your student or scholar friend greatly. Many universities have 
this type of program in place already. You can contact the international 
student and scholar office to apply. There may be a nominal fee that 
is required and a form to fill out, but it is very easy. At one of our state 
colleges, there are also two dinners per year that host families and their 
students can attend. It is a very festive and community-type event.   

C R E A T E  A  F R I E N D S H I P  F A M I L Y  P R O G R A M

Should your local college or university not have a host program, perhaps your 
team or church could create a similar program that would match students 
with a family that would like to be friends during the school year. The word 
“host” can cause confusion with volunteers who may think the student 
will live with them. A “friend family” has a much more limited commitment 
and may get more people to inquire about it. You could also ask your local 
university if they would consider starting such a program. Campuses are 
anxious to recruit and keep international students. Many students express 
frustration at not being integrated into the campus and community. One way 
to help students experience an outside of campus experience is through 
host families.4 Our local college uses a volunteer from the community to 
coordinate the host family program. Perhaps it will be you.

C R E A T E  A  S T U D E N T  G R O U P  O N  T H E  C A M P U S  O R  H E L P  A N 
E X I S T I N G  O N E  

By having a recognized student group (RSO) on the campus, you 
have basic recognition by the campus that your group is legitimate. 
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International students may be shy of strangers on the campus. By being 
a recognized student group, both the college administration and the 
students have more confidence in your presence on the campus. If you 
cannot create a student group, consider helping an existing group. They 
may need volunteers both on and off the campus. Consider contacting 
your denominational leadership to find out its collegiate ministries, or 
contact a national collegiate ministry and ask about your local campus.

R E C R U I T  A M E R I C A N  S T U D E N T S  

Many churches have American students already on the campus. They 
can play an important role building bridges back to their church or other 
local churches which want to help. Many universities have international 
coffee hours or conversational partner programs that are great places 
where American students can build relationships with international 
students. Once the relationships are built, the American students can 
invite international students to church events, Bible studies, fun activities, 
or just hang out as friends. Some of the best “gospeling” is done not in 
church but on a camping trip, during a coffee break, or over a meal.   

C R E A T E  A N  E N G L I S H  C O N V E R S A T I O N  T I M E

Since most students are using English as a second language, they are 
usually looking for an opportunity to increase their skills. Having a place 
where they can practice with native speakers is very attractive. Provide 
some snacks, caring and trained volunteers, and promote this place on 
the local campus or through the students’ networks. You will have takers. 
Later in the book, I will address the use of English and how to use it to 
reach students.  

O R G A N I Z E  A  W E L C O M E  E V E N T

Organizing an event on campus is also a good way to meet new 
students. Use free publicity through the university network or by word 
of mouth through American students or others who have contacts 
with the university. It is OK to start small. If you do a good job the word 
will get out. Most likely, you will need to have help from a recognized 
student organization or be involved with one. If you do not have enough 
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students from your church to create an RSO, consider partnering with an 
established RSO to help in hosting an event for international students. We 
traditionally had a Labor Day cookout for students since it was a day off 
from class and not a holiday for most countries. We used this as a way to 
follow up from our earlier events from the first week of classes.  

G E T  T O  K N O W  Y O U R  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S T U D E N T  A N D  S C H O L A R 

O F F I C E  ( I S S O )

Go to the university website and look at the site for the International 
Student Office. You may see important information that could help direct 
your focus. Does the office need a volunteer or part-time employee? Are 
there other needs the office has? You will never know if you do not know 
the office. If you or someone on your team is a host or friendship family, 
make sure you participate in the events the ISSO plans so you can get to 
know their team. Also, be aware that the first few weeks of classes are 
extremely busy for the ISSO. It is better to visit in the summer to help with 
their schedule and to give you time to prepare for the fall semester.

H E L P  W I T H  A I R P O R T  P I C K U P  O R  S H O R T - T E R M  H O M E  S T A Y

There is no better “in” with someone than showing genuine hospitality 
and love. Many students arrive at school after an exhausting trip to a 
foreign country. Have you ever been on an overseas flight that lasts 16 
hours, plus multiple layovers at airports? I have, and it is not fun. Imagine 
doing that and then arriving in a country where no one is meeting you. 
Tired, anxious and worried about making connections to school is a lousy 
way to begin the school year. Being the face that welcomes a student at 
the airport or hosting them for one or two days till the dorm opens goes 
a long way in building relationships and creating a great friendship that 
allows trust and openness.

Regardless of what events or methods are used to meet students, 
remember that the first month of the academic year is crucial. Most 
students will fall into patterns of behavior and make friends early in the 
school year. If your church or team is ready to meet with them early on, 
you will have the whole year to help build on those relationships.  



46 | Chapter Three  B U I L D I N G  Y O U R  T E A M

B U I L D  A  D A T A B A S E 

As you go about meeting students and helping them with different 
problems, teams should start compiling a list of names and contact 
numbers of students so they can be contacted for future events. I 
remember one church that started a yard sale for students at the 
beginning of the academic year. They did a great job and blessed the 
students with furniture at low cost. However, they did not collect any 
of the names of those attending. When it was over, there were few 
volunteers who could contact students. Having a list of names that can 
be used to promote future events is important. A mail service like Mail 
Chimp, Constant Contact, or even a Facebook page that students can join 
is critical for building momentum and mass. Find ways to gather names, 
but be sure not to abuse students’ trust in your use of their information. 
Blind copy as much as possible when not using a service, and do not 
overuse the list.
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QUESTIONS FOR C H A P T E R  T H R E E

1. What is the student population of the colleges near your church?  
What are the top sending countries and what are the students’  
degree programs?

2. Do you already have certain people groups in your church or network 
which could assist in reaching similar students?

3. Does your missions team already interact with certain countries? If so, 
how could you use their help in reaching international students at the 
local level?

4. How would you need to approach students based on their different 
levels of scholarship and length of stay in the United States?

5.  How do you need to arrange your team considering your people group 
and possible volunteers?

6. What advantages do you see in your church/team networking with 
other churches? What disadvantages? 

7. What steps do you need to take to maximize the advantages, and 
minimize the disadvantages?



48 | Chapter Three  B U I L D I N G  Y O U R  T E A M

QUESTIONS FOR C H A P T E R  T H R E E

Resources for Chapter 3
StrengthsFinder 2.0, Tom Rath
The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, Patrick Lencioni
Cross-Cultural Conflict, Duane Elmer
Prayer Walking
Local University Website
Local University International Student and Scholar Office

8. How well do you know your local campus? Do you know anyone 
(student, faculty, or employee) who could tell you more or take you  
on a tour?

9. Consider prayer walking your campus. Keep an eye out for popular 
locations, event signs and different types of students.

10. How would you promote a “Friendship Family” program at your 
church? Who would be the key people to make it happen at your church?



When you give a dinner or a banquet, do not invite 

your friends or your brothers or your relatives or 

rich neighbors, lest they also invite you in return and 

you be repaid. But when you give a feast, invite the 

poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, and you will be 

blessed because they cannot repay you.

 L U K E  1 4 : 1 2 – 1 4  ( E S V )

CHAPTER FOUR 
W E L C O M I N G  S T R A N G E R S 

I N T O  O U R  M I D S T

Welcoming people who are not like us can be a scary proposition. However, 
if we are going to reach international students with the gospel, we are 
going to meet people who are very different from us in culture, nationality, 
race and religion. By welcoming, I do not mean just saying “Hi” to people 
and helping them find a place to sit in church. It is more about bringing 
people into our groups in order to serve them. Having a welcoming spirit is 
paramount to true hospitality and incarnational ministry.  

When thinking about welcoming international students here in the United 
States, I cannot but think about my experiences of being welcomed as a 
guest in China. In the South, we take pride in our southern hospitality,” 
but we have nothing on the Chinese or many other cultures. While there, I 
was welcomed in many places by food, praise, and gifts. I had to learn not 
to say something too nice about a picture or household object. My hosts 
might give it to me! Though I did not have a perfect experience in China, 
and all cultures do have a “shadow side,” I certainly learned the art of 
hospitality in a new way while there.
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In his book Cross-Cultural Servanthood, Duane Elmer lays out a blueprint 
of servanthood for those wishing to communicate the gospel. The book 
was actually written for those who travel out of their home country to 
minister cross-culturally. Having read it, I found that many of the same 
principles apply to those of us ministering to international students and 
refugees here in the United States. Let’s take a look at some of the steps 
to servanthood.  

The process of servanthood has several aspects: openness, acceptance, 
trust, learning, understanding and serving.1 These aspects are steps that 
build on one another. Openness leads to acceptance, and acceptance to 
trust, etc. 

The first step is openness. As Elmer writes, “Openness with people 
different from yourself requires that you are willing to step out of your 
comfort zone to initiate and sustain relationships in a world of cultural 
differences.”2 The path to servanthood all starts with openness and 
leaving our comfort zone.  

If we are going to reach international students, we need to see that 
we as citizens of the host country need to take the initiative and reach 
out to international students. It means that we will need to be open to 
having those who do not look like us, talk like us, or believe like us in our 
homes and small groups. It may mean changing how we view ourselves 
and how we do church. As Rebecca Pippert said in her classic Out of the 
Salt-Shaker and into the World, “To take initiative opens us up to the risk 
of rejection. To let people inside our lives is a frightening but essential 
ingredient in evangelism. It is risky to abandon our security blankets in 
order to penetrate the lives of others.”3

For our family, it is easy to be open to students from China. My wife is 
from there after all. We know what to say and what to cook. Having both 
lived there, granted I was there only two years, we know the touch stones 
of Chinese geography, cuisine and dialects. No problems there. But what 
about Japan? That was a different experience for us. It might be easy to 
think that since Japan is in Asia it must be like China. But actually there 
are many differences. Our first experience was to host a student for 
two weeks in our apartment. It was difficult at times, but it was a great 
learning time for us. We had to be open to it to begin it. The next step 
Elmer outlines is acceptance. Elmer states that acceptance is “the ability 
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to communicate value, worth, and esteem to another person.”4 This is 
a very important aspect of ministering to people who are uprooted from 
their homes and experiencing a new culture. Students are struggling 
to learn new aspects of culture and language, to find new friends, and 
to achieve new levels in the academic community. They are also often 
in various degrees of culture shock. Communicating value, worth, and 
esteem is very important in building bridges to them. Many of them are 
looking for friends and a place to belong. However, Elmer also points out 
several factors that limit our acceptance of others. These are language, 
impatience, ethnocentrism, category width and dogmatism. These are 
important aspects of international student ministry, so I want to take 
some time to unpack some of them and investigate them.  

Everyone has a heart language. As Elmer states, “We cannot separate 
ourselves from the language we speak. It is how we define ourselves and 
make meaning out of life. Not to know my language is not to know me.”5 
As we will see in the section on cross-cultural communication, culture can 
be a barrier to communication. But so can different languages. Learning 
another language in order to reach people is a form of acceptance. It 
shows that we care about that person by valuing his or her culture and 
identity. While learning a language is critically important when living in 
another country to do ministry, it is also important to minister cross-
culturally here as well.  

When I was studying French during my high school days, I took a trip to 
Montreal. Because I did not have anyone to practice French with in North 
Carolina, I was looking for someone who would speak French with me 
in Montreal. While on the subway, I spoke to a lady sitting next to me. 
I asked her in French if she spoke French. She answered, “Yes, why?” 
in English in a very irritated voice. When I explained that I was studying 
French, her face changed dramatically and she began to speak with me in 
French. She was thrilled that someone in the United States was actually 
learning French. She was very friendly once she saw that I was trying to 
speak her heart language.  

When we learn even a few words in another language, we gain credibility 
with people from other countries. Even knowing a few words shows 
students that we value them and accept them and their culture. If we 
have visited their country and know a few places that also gives us a 
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good place to begin a conversation and show the worth of their culture 
and country. We cannot learn all the languages of the world, nor travel 
to every country, but knowing some phrases and places of different 
countries carries us a long way in the step of acceptance. In ministry to 
international students, knowing a few phrases such as “thank you” and 
“hello” in their language can go a long way to creating openness. 

Ethnocentrism is another barrier that limits our acceptance of others. We 
do not want to admit to ethnocentrism. The word congers up thoughts of 
racism and, in extreme forms, ethnic cleansing and genocide. However, 
all people have some form of ethnocentrism. We usually think our 
culture and ways of doing things are best. When a nation or culture is in 
ascendance it can be very ethnocentric and condescending. Comments 
like, “Why don’t they speak English?” or “Shouldn’t they know English?” 
smack of such ethnocentrism. Furthermore, it can lead to volunteers 
assuming that everything in the United States is great, and students 
should want to be here. It can subtly lead to us thinking that everyone 
should be like us, especially if they come to study here. It can also 
deceive us that students are not homesick or confused while here.

Acceptance of others, however, requires us to step back from our 
culture and see the blind spots and negative aspects of our own ways 
of doing things. It helps us to see that students love their own cultures 
and countries and that we should not require them to stop. Please 
understand that this is not an acceptance of cultural relativism. Yes, 
there are things in all cultures that viewed from a biblical perspective are 
wrong. Yes, there are things that do need to be changed in all cultures. 
But acknowledging ethnocentrism helps us to see those boundary issues 
and less important issues that are not moral issues. As we will see in the 
cross-cultural communication section, notions of self and community, 
communication styles, thoughts about hospitality and concepts of time 
all originate from cultural aspects that are not necessarily moral issues. 
Understanding our own ethnocentrism helps us to know that our way of 
acting and speaking are not the only way of doing things.  

Along with language and ethnocentrism, the concept of dogmatism is 
also an important barrier to acceptance. As Elmer points out, “Dogmatism 
refers to the degree of rigidity with which we hold our beliefs, our cultural 
traditions, and our personal preferences.”6 Notice that part of dogmatism 
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is personal preferences. We all know the old saw about the church that 
split over the color of the carpet. That is a personal preference taken to 
an extreme dogmatic stance. Unfortunately, personal preferences and 
cultural traditions can be dogmatically held by many people, including 
well-meaning Christians. It can lead to splits in churches and rejection of 
people simply because we do not like “those people.” Even our important 
beliefs can be held so dogmatically that it impedes us from talking or 
dialoguing with others in a loving, initiating way. Again, we are not to 
accept all beliefs and customs of everyone we meet in some relativistic 
multiculturalism that is often promoted. Instead, our ability to accept 
people where they are and dialogue with them in respectful ways shows 
that we value them.  

Early in my ministry with international students, we had a student who 
was a committed communist from China. In some of the meetings with 
her, she stated that she was not going to go to any Bible studies and 
that Christianity was a superstition. However, because we had trained 
volunteers to accept her for who she was and were not confrontational or 
combative with her, she began to soften her belligerency. Eventually when 
she transferred to another city to live, she specifically asked us to help 
her find a church and Christian group in her new city. Because she was 
accepted, she was able to accept us as well.  

When working with volunteers in an international ministry, finding those 
who are open and accepting is important. Imagine sitting down with a 
communist from China, a Muslim from Saudi Arabia, or a Buddhist from 
Japan. How do you even begin to minister to them if you are not open 
and accepting? Getting past the cultural and possible language barriers 
is going to take time and effort. The goal is to serve them and help 
them have a true understanding of who Christ is. It is not to make them 
Americans or more American-like. Don’t feel defeated about the language 
issues in dealing with international students. They are here because they 
do know English better than most of us know their language. The point is 
to be open to learning a few phrases.  

You may be wondering at this point how we foster attitudes of openness 
and acceptance. First, we can read up on cultures we do not know 
about. Just getting out an atlas can help tremendously in knowing where 
a student is coming from. In our English café, we would dedicate one 
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evening to getting to know students by placing them in small groups with 
American volunteers and providing atlases for them to use while talking 
about their home countries. Everyone loved this experience, especially 
the students. It allowed them to experience worth to show others their 
country. Everyone, both students and volunteers, enjoyed learning about 
where others were from.  

Second, volunteers can learn from the students themselves. One of the 
aspects of being a great cross-cultural missionary is learning from those 
you are trying to reach. What better teacher to teach about the Japanese 
than a Japanese student? Volunteers do not always need to be teaching 
students. They also need to be listeners and learners. When you listen 
you get a much better idea of what the person actually believes, not the 
expected answer one may learn from a book. Learning from the student 
allows one to build up experience about different cultures, religions and 
communication styles. It also keeps us humble.  

Third, if teams need to jump start some learning and listening skills, a 
good way is to have them interact with returning missionaries or have 
them meet with Christian international students. By meeting Christian 
students first, volunteers will have a natural connection with the 
student. One of the first meetings I set up to help train volunteers and 
strengthen them was an informal tea and coffee time where prospective 
volunteers could meet the Christian students I knew. We had students 
from Zimbabwe, China and the Philippines. The students enjoyed talking 
about their home countries and life experiences. The volunteers learned 
in a setting that was more comfortable for them culturally. It was a great 
experience to work together as Christian brothers and sisters to prepare 
to minister to those students who were not Christians.

T R U S T

The last step I want to talk about is trust. Elmer defines trust as this: 
“Trust is the ability to build confidence in the relationship so that both 

Students love being in our homes. This has helped my family 

keep an outward focus on serving others“
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parties believe the other will not intentionally hurt them but will act in 
their best interest.” When we read this definition we tend to think, “Well of 
course I would not hurt the other person! I am a Christian doing ministry!” 
On second thought, however, we realize that most of us have had bad 
experiences where Christians have hurt others unintentionally, and even 
intentionally. When we throw in the complexity of cross-cultural issues it 
only gets more complicated.  

Problems arise when we think people we are ministering to agree with our 
theology, worldview etc., when what they are actually doing is sizing us up 
to see if we can be trusted. This is especially true when we want others 
to become believers and want to push them on our time table and not 
God’s. I well remember a church member who invited a student over for 
lunch one day. The student was excited that someone cared about her. 
However, once there she quickly discovered that the whole point was not 
to enjoy a meal with friends but instead was an all-out push to get her to 
be baptized. She came back from the experience having lost what trust 
she had in that person and that person’s church.  

Elmer outlines a few aspects to help build trust. The first is that trust 
takes time.7 Perhaps if that Christian volunteer had waited and allowed 
trust to take root first, her explanation of baptism and what it means to 
follow Christ would have had more chance to take root. Nobody wants to 
feel used. It kills trust faster than anything.  

Second, Elmer states that trust takes risk. It takes risk just to be open 
and accepting of others, but here Elmer is really talking about risk in 
a friendship. As he states, “Friendships grow while working through 
difficulties together and finding resolution. This includes clarifying 
misunderstandings, admitting wrong, apologizing and forgiving.” What 
makes this tricky at times of course are the different communication 
styles of different cultures. However, if we are willing to risk, we can  
make progress.  

Third, trust must be built from the other person’s perspective. Elmer gives 
a great example of buying snow tires for his wife early in their marriage. 
He thought it would be a great gift from his perspective. However, from 
his wife’s perspective it just did not work. It did not build trust. Flowers, 
jewelry or a piece of pottery would have been the things she was 
expecting. Trust, he says, “must be built from the other person’s frame  
of reference.”8



56 | Chapter FOUR  W E L C O M I N G  S T R A N G E R S

Lastly, trust must be nurtured. It is easy for friendship to drift over time 
only to slowly dissolve. What keeps friendship moving forward is partly 
due to nurture. In working with international students we need to nurture 
the relationships whether they become believers or not. We do not know 
God’s timetable for these individuals. We want them to leave us with trust 
so that the next Christian can pick up that trust and plant where we have 
already plowed.  

I have spent some time talking about servanthood and the idea of 
welcoming others into our midst. Having spent 14 years working with 
international students, I really think that the people who get this idea 
of openness, acceptance and trust truly understand cross-cultural 
servanthood and the key to working with nonbelievers. Too many times I 
have dealt with individuals and churches that wanted students to perform 
for them, adhere to their time tables, and become Christians without 
trust. Unfortunately, there are too many Christians who think, “Since I am 
a Christian, you must obey my demands.” I encourage anyone who wants 
to start an international ministry or wants to go deeper in such a ministry 
to read Elmer’s book.

Finally, here are the steps with a very brief explanation:  

Openness: The ability to welcome people into your presence and make 
them feel safe.

Acceptance: The ability to communicate value, worth and esteem to 
another person.

Trust: The ability to build confidence in a relationship so that both parties 
believe the other will not intentionally hurt them but will act in their best 
interest.

Learning: The ability to glean relevant information about, from and with 
other people.

Understanding: The ability to see patterns of behavior and values that 
reveal the integrity of a people.

Serving: The ability to relate to people in such a way that their dignity as 
human beings is affirmed and they are more empowered to live God-
glorifying lives.
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In order to serve and communicate the gospel in a culturally relevant way, 
we need to know those with whom we are speaking/serving. Because 
so many of the international students are coming from countries with a 
totally different culture, it is imperative that we spend time learning from 
them, so we can communicate effectively. Cross-Cultural Servanthood is 
an excellent book to explore how we do this.
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1. How good are you (or your church) at welcoming people not like you 
into your midst?

2. How good are you at welcoming non-Christians and people of  
other nations?

3. How can you or your team become more welcoming?  

4. Reflect and talk about these verses: Leviticus 19:33-34; Psalm22:27; 
Matthew 9:9-13; Acts 10:24-29.

5. How can you be open and accepting without agreeing with everything 
someone else believes?

6. Are you willing to learn from international students?  

7. Do you see any areas of ethnocentrism in yourself, ministry team or 
church that are unhealthy?

QUESTIONS FOR C H A P T E R  F O U R



Then the king commanded Ashpenaz, his chief eunuch, to 

bring some of the people of Israel, both of the royal 

family of the nobility, youths without blemish, of good 

appearance and skillful in all wisdom, endowed with 

knowledge, understanding, learning, and competent 

to stand in the king’s palace, and to teach them the 

literature and language of the Chaldeans.

D A N I E L  1 : 3 - 4  ( E S V )

CHAPTER FIVE 
E N G L I S H  A S  M I N I S T R Y  T O 

I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S T U D E N T S

While in seminary, I came across the word “prolegomena.” It literally 
means “to say beforehand.” It is an interesting word used frequently 
in systematic theology to represent those remarks made before one 
jumps into theology proper. In theology, it often is a section that sets the 
rules for how to talk about theology. Charles Hodge in his Systematic 
Theology starts with an introduction, titled “On Method.” Though not titled 
prolegomena, it serves that function. 

Once while at a conference in Hong Kong, someone was not sure if it 
was correct to use the word “pre-evangelism” with his audience. I raised 
my hand and said, “Then let’s call it prolegomena for evangelism.” At 
that time, my point was to help him find cover for talking about rules, 
definitions or other ideas we need to talk about to help our evangelism 
make sense. So, for instance, if we use the word “God” but do not define 
it or explain what we mean by “God,” then we may never communicate 
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with whom we are speaking. But I also started wondering what we 
need to help those who are not versed in theological terms or Christian 
vocabulary to understand the gospel. 

Back in the United States after the conference, I visited a local coffee 
shop and thought about what would it be like to own a Christian coffee 
shop. It would be a place for people to talk theology while enjoying a good 
cup of coffee. Perhaps we would have wooden booths with a different 
theologian’s picture on the wall next to it, so that people could come in 
and decide to sit in the Luther booth or the Calvin booth. But what would I 
call this coffee shop?

I finally settled on “The Prolegomena Café.” It would be a place where 
people would talk about theology, but perhaps also a place where 
people would begin to talk about what needed to be talked about before 
they talked about theology. Perhaps a place where trust was built and 
friendships formed, a place where evangelism could take place in a very 
different way than just reading the Romans Road to people. 

Of course, I never opened that coffee shop. Not in the sense that it first 
came to my mind. But several years later as I worked with international 
students in a ministry setting, I was able to utilize something similar in 
a café style ministry using the same basis for its existence. It was not 
a coffee shop in that we focused on selling coffee or making money. It 
was actually a free meal for students and volunteers meeting in a local 
church. Instead, it was a place for international students to practice 
English with other internationals and American volunteers. However, it 
was also a place where students and non-students could exchange ideas 
and talk about the things we need to talk about before we talk about 
theology. I wanted it to be a place of real friendships, and more than set 
pieces of theology that would be incomprehensible to most students 
trying to acquire skills in English. It needed to be English friendly but allow 
Christians to share Christ. I am thankful that I was able to visit with Joy 
and Roger Turner who were doing international student ministry at the 
University of Hawaii. They were able to help me refine ideas while I was 
interacting with their Global Café.

So how does one use English in ministry to international students? 
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Because English is the language that many Americans will use to minister 
to international students and because it is the language that many 
students are trying to acquire or hone, it is a great gateway to bless 
students. But because so many students are already taking classes in 
other subjects or are specifically taking classes to learn English, a formal 
class structure can become boring or unappealing.  

Because international students are already in academic classes of some 
sort (that is why they are here after all), I decided that something more 
practical and non-structured would be better for them and the volunteers 
as well. But what would that be? After exploring several alternatives, I 
decided on the café model, a conversation time centered on a meal and 
a topic to be explored. A meal was important because many cultures 
show hospitality through eating together. The meal also served a practical 
purpose so volunteers who were leaving from work could come directly. 
Though some students may have come just for the meal, most really 
came for the fellowship and the opportunity to practice English. 

The purpose though would be to help the students’ English while also 
talking about the Christian worldview. I am certainly not the first ministry 
to offer food and English conversation, nor am I the first to talk about 
Christianity in a student ministry through English conversation. But this is 
the model that I thought would work best in reaching out to students.  

The main thing I wanted out of this experience was a place where 
students could practice English without grades, tests and exams, and a 
place where one’s worldview could be explored. Students would naturally 
express their views while listening to volunteers’ worldviews. It would be 
a place of listening and learning, a place to make friends and practice 
English, a place where students could belong. It would be a place where 
people could exchange ideas and engage in spiritual dialoguing. (We will 
talk more about this in chapter seven.)

P U R P O S E  O F  C A F É  S T Y L E  M I N I S T R Y

So what are the purposes of a café style ministry? What did I come to 
realize were the goals and purposes for using such an environment? 
There are five main goals which I thought would meet student needs that 
I wanted to see happen through the ministry.
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Integration

One of the common problems for international students is getting out of 
their dorms, classes and labs to meet American Christians. Because so 
many students are graduate students, they often are segregated in work 
spaces that are cut off from non-students. Many of them work long hours 
with other students or advisors from their home country. This is in some 
ways comforting for them, but in many ways frustrating. Many students 
have told me they can spend all day in the lab and not have to even speak 
English. Because many students also live in off-campus housing with 
fellow students from their home country the same is true. Some students 
can literally spend the whole day without speaking English. When we 
realize that students from the two largest sending countries, China and 
India, have few Christian students as a total population we see that these 
non-Christian students are really cut off from a Christian presence. 

 

Part of having a café style ministry is to get the non-Christian students 
integrated with Christian students and volunteers. If they are going to 
hear the good news of Jesus Christ, they will most likely need to hear it 
from American Christians. In my opinion, the best way for this to happen 
is to have one-on-one contact with a believer. Meeting someone week 
after week around a table with food and fellowship is incarnational 
ministry. We see this time and time again with Jesus having meals with 
Jews, and non-Jews who were very different culturally. A café style English 
ministry allows for students to be integrated into a Christian community.

However, it also allows Christians to integrate with students who need to 
hear the gospel. The volunteers have a relationship with Jesus, but they 

Through being a “friendship family” and building relationships 

with particular students over time, my husband and I have 

learned about countries and cultures through the eyes of these 

students. After establishing a solid relationship with students 

and serving them, we have had opportunities to share the Good 

News of Christ and host discussion Bible Studies.

“
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do not always know how to share that relationship with others, especially 
people who may have another faith and be from another country. Putting 
them, with training of course, in such a situation helps them to see what 
front line mission work is like while also allowing them the opportunity 
to share Christ with people they would normally never meet in an 
environment that allows for deep connections.  

English Practice

Many of the students who are here, regardless of program, need more 
English practice and are looking for it. What they do not need are more 
tests, exams and pressure. They need to practice in an environment that 
they feel comfortable in and feel empowered to experiment with listening 
and speaking. Many students who come from a shame-based culture are 
afraid to make mistakes while studying English. I first encountered this 
in China while teaching English. I was working in the English department 
teaching English to Chinese students who would be English teachers when 
they graduated. There was just one problem. The students for the most part 
did not want to practice spoken English. Once outside of class, they would 
not speak English. I finally had to sit down with some of them and ask what 
was going on. They told me that they did not want to speak English because 
they were afraid to make mistakes. Also, they stated that other students not 
studying English would make fun of them. I spent a lot of time those two 
years just trying to motivate students. 

A café style meeting is good for students wanting to practice their English 
for several reasons. First, students can simply sit and listen if that is what 
they want to do. Listening to conversations in context is an important way 
to learn language patterns, slang and how people talk in the real world as 
opposed to written English. Second, a café setting allows for a more relaxed 
environment where one does not feel like he or she has to perform for 
the teacher. The emphasis is practice for practice sake. Students should 
feel free to make mistakes without academic consequences. Third, a café 
setting allows students to hear different accents and voices of native 
speakers. Listening to a teacher day in and day out is good to learn basics, 
but once one is out in the real world he must learn to understand the 
trained teacher as well as the local farmer who speaks in a different accent 
and uses a different vocabulary. By having volunteers who are of different 
backgrounds, ages and regions, the depth of English learning is expanded.
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Social Networking

Not all international students are going to necessarily need to practice 
English (or at least they think they do not). But all people like to have 
friends and want a social network. A café style ministry allows students, 
many of whom are very busy during the week, a place to meet friends 
and know more about life in the United States. Students who are looking 
for internships or information about working in the United States love 
networking with Americans who are in their fields of work and know 
something about work habits, etc. Think about it. If you were studying 
in Japan and were looking for an internship, wouldn’t you like to know 
an actual Japanese man or woman who was already working in your 
profession? Having a café style ministry allows students to network with 
local Christian businessmen and community leaders. 

Cultural Learning

A café style meeting that meets weekly allows for students to learn about 
different cultures, not just American culture. Students from homogeneous 
countries may not meet people from other countries often. As a country 
of immigrants, we are used to seeing people from all over the world here. 
But for many students it will be a great opportunity to meet and learn 
about other cultures firsthand. It will also be a great way for students 
to learn about American culture as the academic year progresses and 
topics about holidays and living styles come up. Why are people selling 
pumpkins with strange faces on them? Why are there crosses with purple 
cloth on them? These are just a few of the questions that come up during 
the year. I am always amazed at the questions students ask because of 
cultural symbols they do not understand. 

For instance, many cultures do not use Christmas cards at all or none 
with religious symbols. Putting out Christmas cards during a Christmas 
party or showing a picture of Easter traditions allows for great questions 
by the students. I will never forget a student from China who asked why 
Jesus was born in a nest. She had no idea what the nativity symbols 
were on a simple Christmas card. It is moments like this that remind us 
again that international student ministry is a front line missions endeavor. 
Volunteers who minister to these students are just as much missionaries 
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as those who go to the home countries of the students they meet here. 
Having a relaxed and friendly coffeehouse allows one to explore those 
questions in a true give-and-take mentality that often leads to genuine 
learning and opportunities to share the gospel.

Sharing Christ

While the other goals are good goals in and of themselves, the ultimate 
objective is to share Christ with students. One way to do this is of course 
to have a Bible study with students or have a personal time to speak with 
them. But some students may not want to do this or may not understand 
the concepts at first. Each person we encounter has a worldview of some 
sort. One of the things we wanted to do at the café ministry was to create 
a setting where volunteers and students could engage in topics that allow 
for the exploration of worldviews. A simple definition of a worldview is “a 
set of beliefs about the most important issues in life.”1 Whether atheist, 
Muslim, Buddhist, Christian, or just confused, everyone brings ideas and 
beliefs about how they see the world and the important issues of life.2  
By talking about topics around a table and meal, everyone can contribute 
and talk about these important issues. For many of these students, it will 
be the first time to talk about such issues with Christians. It is a great 
way for us to share how Christ influences our lives and how He shapes 
our worldviews. The sharing of worldviews is an important part of how 
integration allows for Christ to be shared. We want to be integrated 
so as to speak into their worldview with ours. We will talk more about 
worldviews in the section about spiritual engagement. 

S U S T A I N I N G  A N  E N G L I S H  C A F É  S T Y L E  M I N I S T R Y

One of the problems with a café style English ministry is keeping 
it going. There are many parts to make a successful café English 
ministry, including but not limited to, securing a location, providing food, 
advertisement, topics and volunteers. One of the first things that will 
need to be worked out is a place to hold the café. How large of a group 
you can host will usually be determined by the facility. A kitchen is a great 
bonus feature for making meals or snacks. A church fellowship hall can 
be a great meeting space if one is available near the campus. However, 
smaller meals can also be prepared and brought to campus facilities. 
In either case, easy meals are best. With our café, we asked churches 
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to bring in meals on a regular basis, or sometimes prepared them in a 
church kitchen. 

With regards to food and drink, a few basics are important to remember:

Drinks

Many international students enjoy drinks that are made from fruit juice or 
just plain water. They are more likely than Americans to not want ice in their 
drinks as well. Apple juice may go over better than Coke with many students. 
We also always provided water for those who did not like sweet drinks.

Hot tea, coffee and hot cocoa are usually big hits too. Even in the summer, 
many East Asian students will still like to have hot tea. Many times allowing 
students to have their own tea bag in a cup allows them to make it as strong 
as they like.

Food

Many students will not want beef or pork. Because of this, we always 
went with chicken or provided veggie alternatives. For cookouts, many 
stores carry chicken or turkey hot dogs that are tasty. Veggie burgers are 
nice as well but tend to cost much more. Whatever you serve, make sure 
to provide veggie dishes for vegetarian students. Students from India or 
Buddhist countries may have a stricter diet. We always found it a good 
policy to label dishes as much as possible. 

Some international students also do not like very sweet desserts that are 
famous in the United States. Fresh fruit will always be a big hit with your 
international students. Even canned fruit, such as tropical fruit cocktail, 
will be greatly appreciated. Of course, some students do eat desserts 
similar to those here, so cake and cookies will be appreciated by some as 
well. The biggest rule to remember when serving food is to provide several 
options that include veggie dishes. 

If a large meeting room or kitchen is not available, then one could also  
do something on a smaller scale like an English corner. An English corner 
is an easy way for volunteers to meet with students around a topic. When 
I was a teacher in China, there was an official English corner every week 
on campus. Students from any department would meet in a location  
and practice English. They were always excited to have a native speaker 
join them. 
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An English corner is a great way to meet the needs of some students 
and scholars who wish to practice English. It can be done on campus, 
outdoors in good weather, or in a facility close to campus. Even if just 
a few snacks are available, it will be well received. If attached with 
an adviser and some Christian students, it could become an officially 
recognized student group or be a branch of a student group. 

One of the best ways to advertise is to have good rapport with students. 
If they are having a good experience with the topics, food and volunteers, 
then they will do the best advertising. However, a weekly email reminder 
is also a great way to remind people. If the list is too long, a team could 
look into using an email service like Mail Chimp or Constant Contact. Of 
course, Facebook and Twitter are also good ways to show off pictures and 
remind students of next week’s topic. 

Topics are a constant pressure for a café style English ministry. One 
should keep a collection of topics and see what works well over the years. 
Keep those that are favorites while also looking for new material that 
might tie in to a current trend or fashion. New books, movies, or events 
can move in and out of the topic line up over the years. When the first 
installment of The Hobbit was coming out, we introduced some of the 
themes of the book as topics. Many students had not read the books of 
Tolkien and were interested since the movie was a big hit. Weaving in 
some current material during the year will help keep things lively  
and fresh. 

Topics can be found by searching the internet, looking through 
conversational English books, and having students and volunteers 
submit topics. It is probably best to have topics submitted several weeks 
ahead so that they can be edited or polished a bit rather than on the 
spot. Political topics, however, especially about issues between hostile 
countries, should be avoided. Nothing spoils a good night like a few 
people who start taking sides on a very politically charged issue. 

No matter how good the location, no matter how great the topics, no 
matter how delicious the food, nothing will be more important than the 
volunteers who make a ministry thrive. These volunteers, these front 
line missionaries, are key. They will need to be found, be trained and 
be encouraged. Though they in no way need to be experts in teaching 
English or theology, they will need some basic training on the beliefs of 
different religions, cross-cultural communication, and how to share their 
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faith in a loving and coherent fashion. A caring attitude and love will make 
up where experience lacks. 

No matter what size of the English ministry you choose to create, just 
remember those goals that we talked about earlier. How can you help to 
integrate students with Christian volunteers, practice English, learn about 
American culture, network and hear the gospel? These questions will help 
you put English ministry in context. 

However, whatever you do, you should think through why you are doing it 
and how you view the process. One way to help think through this process 
is by reading through the book English Teaching as Christian Mission.3 
Though you may not be “teaching” in the official sense, you will be using 
English as the means of ministry. The author raises great issues for those 
using English, such as English teaching as witness,  ministry and  service. 
These are great issues to be thinking about as one begins building the 
methodology of the ministry.
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QUESTIONS FOR C H A P T E R  F I V E

1.  List and discuss the possible advantages of an English café  
style ministry.

2.  If you wanted to organize an English café style ministry, what would 
you need to do to accomplish it?

3.  If you could not organize a large café ministry, would you be able to 
duplicate the purpose in another way, such as an English corner without 
food? How so?

4.  What is the difference between an ESL class and a conversation  
style café?

5.  How would you advertise an English ministry to students on your  
local campus?



CHAPTER SIX 
C R O S S - C U L T U R A L 
C O M M U N I C A T I O N 

And he said to them, “You yourselves know how unlawful 

it is for a Jew to associate with or to visit anyone of 

another nation, but God has shown me that I should not 

call any person common or unclean. So when I was sent 

for, I came without objection.

A C T S  1 0 : 2 8 – 2 9  ( E S V )

Working with international students from other countries can be an 
exciting and wonderful experience. It can also be a frustrating and 
confounding experience.1 Dealing with people from other countries offers 
many challenges. One of the biggest is differences in communication 
styles and behavior. In this section, we will deal with how to prepare for 
these differences. Whether working with just one student as a host family, 
or with a large group in a larger ministry setting, I think some familiarity 
with these concepts will be very beneficial. 

Before we begin, however, we should think about how we define culture. 
Perhaps the simplest definition is from Edward Hall in his book, Beyond 
Culture.2 He states that culture is a “system of meaning and values that 
shapes one’s behaviors.” We need to understand that different cultures 
are going to have different meanings and values that influence how 
people communicate. Also, because we ourselves are not neutral in our 
values, it is often hard to see our own culture and its influence. 

70 | Chapter SiX  C R O S S - C U L T U R A L  C O M M U N I C A T I O N



Chapter SIX  C R O S S - C U L T U R A L  C O M M U N I C A T I O N | 71

A good example of this is when I was living in China as an English teacher. 
Having grown up in the late period of the Cold War, I had seen many May 
Day Parades of the Soviet Union and some of China. I saw long lines of 
soldiers marching in exact order. Thus, when I got to China in 1997, I 
thought everything would be done in a very strict fashion. Imagine my 
surprise when no one lined up for anything. It was total chaos trying to 
buy tickets at the train station or even boarding a bus. 

I was totally shocked. I could not imagine that people would not line up to 
get on a bus. It was beyond me because in my culture, the United States, 
we begin lining up in kindergarten and never stop. It is this type of culture 
blind spot that causes us to misunderstand many times what is being 
communicated. As we explore ways of looking at culture communication, I 
will try to give some examples when I can.

In her book Foreign to Familiar, Susan Lanier divides the communication 
world into two main realms, the “hot” and “cold” worlds of 
communication.3 Hot cultures are those that are more relationship-based 
while cold cultures are more task-oriented. According to Lanier, cold 
cultures include northern Europe, the northern part of the United States, 
and many places where the British colonized, such as Australia and New 
Zealand. Hot cultures include south Europe, the southern states of the 
United States and many parts of Africa, Asia and South America.4 Of 
course there are exceptions, and we need to understand these are large, 
sweeping generalizations, but she makes a good case for two macro level 
styles of communication. She then breaks down the issues that come up 
when people from the two different worlds interact. Here are some of the 
major differences:

I N D I V I D U A L I S M  V S .  G R O U P  I D E N T I T Y

One of the most glaring differences among different cultures is how they 
view the individual versus the group. For most “cold” cultures, including 
Americans, individualism is paramount. This focus on individualism is 
also present in much of Europe. Much priority is placed on individual 
rights and speaking one’s mind as an individual. In 1980, Geert Hofstede 
developed a scale from 0-100 to measure individualism in different 
cultures. One hundred was the most individualistic while 0 was the 
least. The United States came in at the top with a score of 91, followed 
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by Australia 90, and Great Britain 89.5 However, in many countries the 
focus is on the group and how the group thinks about an issue. Students 
coming from hot countries may see Americans as too self-focused or as 
loners not working with the group well. Students may feel lonely if not 
included in a group setting. They may not share their true feelings so as to 
be part of the group.

While a teacher in China, I found it hard to get my college students to 
answer questions. If I posed a question, no one would answer. If I called 
on someone directly, he or she would stand and usually give the correct 
answer. Why would students who knew the answers not volunteer?  The 
answer lay in that Chinese college students were much more attune to 
working as a group and not as an individual. Volunteering was seen as 
acting on one’s own and trying to stick out of the group. This was totally 
different from most American contexts where students are encouraged to 
volunteer the answer from an early age. Raising a hand and saying, “Pick 
me, pick me!” is the norm. 

Another example comes from an Iranian student who was studying in the 
United States. We were meeting with some other students to talk about 
American culture. Because the meeting was around lunch time, we talked 
about having food during the meeting. From the American perspective 
it was totally fine for individuals to bring a meal and eat it during the 
discussion. None of the Americans expected to offer any of the food to 
others. The Iranian student found this to be strange. People should offer 
to share their food with others or not eat in front of them. It was a great 
learning moment for everyone. 

Another concept of group versus individualistic identity is that of shame 
and honor. According to Patty Lane, “For collective cultures, the fear of 
‘losing face,’ feeling shame or losing honor seems almost innate, as 
natural as breathing and as devastating as not breathing. It is the guiding 
force behind most interactions, or at the very least, the principle on which 
decisions are made as to what is appropriate behavior.”6 Shame-based 
cultures will want to avoid doing anything that brings shame on the  
family or group. According to Lane, these are a few things that can  
cause shame:

• Dishonoring oneself by not living up to certain goals

• Actions by a family member
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• Not fulfilling another’s expectations

• Causing a person (or minority) to be out of unity with a group  
(or majority)

• Suggesting that one is responsible for a problem or difficulty 

• Losing in a real or perceived competition7

As you read and work through the other aspects of differences in 
cultures and communication, I think you will see that the collectivist and 
shame-based identity permeates how people view relationships, tasks, 
communication styles, hospitality, time, privacy and planning. Knowing 
if a student comes from a group or individualistic culture will be a huge 
factor in relating to that person.

R E L A T I O N S H I P  V S .  T A S K  O R I E N T A T I O N

Relationship-based cultures value the person over efficiency and time. 
Conversations are usually in a “feel good” atmosphere where questions 
about family and home are important. Business is important and will 
be discussed but first there should be some face time. Task-oriented 
cultures, by contrast, are much more interested in efficiency and time in 
doing the task. Communication must provide accurate information and 
saving face is not important. The task should be done in a timely and 
efficient manner. In her book, Ms. Lanier gives the example of someone in 
the United States who does not want to offend her friend about how her 
new haircut looks. Her friend wants to keep the relationship foremost, so 
she is likely to say that it looks really nice. Her friend in Holland, however, 
is must more focused on tasks and will not mind saying, “It makes your 
face look fat.”8

D I R E C T  V S .  I N D I R E C T  C O M M U N I C A T I O N

In hot countries, communication will be more indirect. People will take 
into account the feelings of others and try to save face when possible. 
Direct questions are not always the best, and answers are not always 
what they seem. In cold cultures, however, the communication style can 
be very direct without regard to the feelings of others. Getting to the 
point is often the regular way of speaking. Taking time to make small talk 
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and concern for feelings is secondary. Hot cultures may see cold culture 
communication style as rude, while cold culture countries may see hot 
culture communication style as wasting time. Students from hot cultures 
will sometimes agree with one, not because they really want to do 
something or believe something, but to make a person feel good. Some 
will even make a profession of faith to please someone even without truly 
believing. It is important not to push people too directly. 

Growing up in the South of the United States, we often talked about 
Yankees and how they acted differently than we did. Usually, the number 
one issue was their rude behavior and speech. They seemed to not care 
about people and asked questions without even asking how one was 
doing. There was no time spent in small talk before getting to the real 
question. That was a problem in communication for two sub-groups in the 
United States. Imagine the gap when dealing with cultures even further 
apart than the North and South of the United States?

D I F F E R E N T  C O N C E P T S  O F  T I M E  A N D  P L A N N I N G

Nothing spoils a party like someone who comes an hour late or does  
not know when to leave. Different cultures differ greatly on the use  
of time and planning. Hot cultures are not as oriented to the clock as cold 
cultures. People may be an hour or two late to events and may stay late 
into the day or night talking and fellowshipping. There is more of a give 
and take to what is going on at that moment rather than a strict  
time schedule. 

Cold cultures, by contrast, try to keep events in thought-out patterns that 
are sometimes scheduled months, or even years in advance. At my local 
university, we can access a five-year academic calendar! Helping students 
understand our use of time may help tremendously while here. When 
having cookouts at the university, we have constantly had problems with 
the Indian students arriving an hour or more late for the cookout. We 
really did not care except for the fact that the food was running out by 
then. We tried as hard as we could to start helping students understand 
that in the United States most events actually do start on time. But in 
those first days of school, most students were on their own cultural clock. 
So, we decided to reserve some food for those who would come late. It 
was a good solution for a tricky problem. 
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In her book A Beginner’s Guide to Crossing Cultures, Patty Lane compares 
the views of seeing time as limited and evolving, versus seeing time as 
abundant and historical.9 One can read just from the title the different 
images of limited and abundant. These terms might be useful in talking 
with students to help them understand our fixation on limited time.

I N C L U S I O N  V S .  P R I V A C Y

Crossing certain norms can cause embarrassing moments or even anger. 
Knowing what to ask and not ask is important in fitting into a culture. 
However, different cultures have different behaviors. Hot cultures tend to 
be much more inclusive. They are group-oriented and do not stress privacy 
rights. Possessions are much more likely to be shared and enjoyed by the 
group. Cold cultures, however, tend to value time and space by themselves. 
Possessions are attached more to a person than a group. 

Knowing what not to ask is also a cultural issue. In China, this was 
illustrated when a person I had never met before at a party asked me, 
“How much money do you make?” I didn’t even know how to respond. It 
was a cultural eye-opener. In Chinese culture, these types of questions are 
quite common. Imagine an American professor’s reaction when a student 
asked him, “How much did you pay for your house?” However, in China it 
is common for people to ask about the prices of things that other people 
bought. It is just not a big deal. 

An example of Americans not knowing what not to ask is illustrated by 
volunteers asking Indian students what caste they are in. Most Indians we 
know find this an improper question. The reaction to these type questions 
are both examples of the values of the culture. 

D I F F E R E N T  C O N C E P T S  O F  H O S P I T A L I T Y

According to Lanier, hospitality is the context for relationships in hot-
climate cultures. When we think about it, maybe that is why even in the 
cold climate of the United States, we talk about southern hospitality. But 
different cultures have different ideas and expectations of hospitality. 
Many times these expectations are woven in with the other concepts we 
have been looking at. In China, for instance, one almost never splits a 
bill after a meal. In fact, people will actually fight over who will pay the 
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bill. Whenever I am there with my wife and her family, I prepare myself 
for some tough arguments about who gets to pay the bill. There is also 
usually more of an attitude of the host looking after a guest by paying for 
lodging and food. 

For cold-climate countries, however, hospitality is more balanced by the 
individualism that accompanies it. Split the bill, no problem. In fact, our 
waitress or waiter will split it down to the penny if needed. For hot-climate 
countries, this would be very insulting. So would it be to invite someone 
out to eat and not pay for both parties. We need to be careful about 
inviting students out to a meal. For many in hot-climate cultures, it implies 
that the inviter is paying for all. 

Hot-climate cultures may also be more open to drop-in visitors than cold-
climate cultures. Just as the individualism/group dynamic can combine 
with hospitality, so can different concepts of time. In many cultures, it is 
fine to visit someone without notice. In our cold-climate cultures though, 
we often plan things well in advance and expect to have an invitation 
usually. 

In thinking about how hospitality can play a part to build bridges with 
students, think how it interweaves itself with the other contrasting 
aspects of culture that we have seen. This will give you insight in how to 
navigate some of the issues that might come up. 

L O W  C O N T E X T  V S .  H I G H  C O N T E X T  C U L T U R E S

Another aspect to consider is the context of  “a culture,” a term used 
in Edward Hall’s book Beyond Culture. Other words for this could be 
formal and informal. Formal cultures tend to be older as rules, habits 
and expectations build over time. Switzerland and Korea are examples 
of a high context culture. The white populations of the United States and 
Australia are examples of a low context culture.10 They are relatively young 
in their history and have had over groups arriving by immigration over the 
years. But even within countries, some parts are more low or high context. 
Southern California, for instance, would usually be considered a low 
context culture compared to other parts of the United States. It has not 
had as much time to develop certain rules and expectations as the cities 
back East have developed.11 Other important aspects in comparing high 
and low context cultures are greetings, dress and environment. 
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A great example of how things can go wrong when a high context person 
meets a low context person was in 2013 when Bill Gates went to the 
Republic of South Korea. Mr. Gates met with President Park Guen-hye. 
However, Mr. Gates evidently did not do his homework and offended 
many Koreans when he shook the president’s hand with only one hand 
while his other hand was in his pocket. For many Koreans, this is a sign of 
great disrespect. Instead, Mr. Gates should have slightly bowed, and while 
shaking her hand kept his other hand by his side, not in his pocket. This 
small faux pas was headline news in South Korea.12

Coming from a low context culture which seems to be getting lower 
and lower, I find it hard to relate to a high context culture. I find these 
descriptions from A Beginner’s Guide to Crossing Cultures helpful in 
helping to navigate the differences. 

High context cultures assume:

• The context of an event is as important as the event itself.

• The listener is responsible for understanding communication.

• There is “no distinction between the idea and the person.”

• Experience is equal in value to fact.

• Life is viewed holistically.

Low context cultures assume:

• The content of the message is more important than the context.

• The speaker is responsible for the communication.

• They and others are defined by their recent achievements.

• Analytical thinking is preferred.13

Does cross-cultural communication sound complicated? Well, it can be. 
But usually the complexities are mitigated somewhat by the fact that 
students are being cared for and loved, and volunteers are trying to help. 
The point is to try to understand and avoid the most egregious offenses 
before the relationship starts. There will be mistakes. But if you and your 
team are building trust with students, they will know that you do not mean 
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to harm them. Keep working on learning, dialoguing and stretching your 
cultural sensitivity to improve your cross-cultural communication skills. 

One of the first things you can do to help with cross-cultural learning 
is to read the resources listed below. Another great way is to talk with 
someone who has lived in another country for many years or is actually 
from there. Remember to be a learner and ask questions about customs 
in their country. You will usually find students eager to talk about their 
home culture and excited that someone is listening.
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QUESTIONS FOR C H A P T E R  S I X

1. If working with a group, share any cross-cultural experiences you  
have had.

2. After reading about different communication styles, what was the most 
surprising to you?

3. Where do you see yourself or group needing to grow to communicate 
more clearly in a cross-cultural context?

4. In thinking about which students you will be working with, what might 
you need to include or change in your ministry approach?

5. Who might be a good resource to help learn about a different culture 
on campus?  

Resources for Chapter Six
Foreign to Familiar, Sarah A. Lanier, (Hagerstown MD: McDougal Publishing, 2000).
A Beginner’s Guide to Crossing Cultures, Patty Lane, (Downers Grove IL: Intervarsity 
Press, 2002).
Cross-Cultural Connections, Duane Elmer (Downers Grove IL: Intervarsity Press, 2002)
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S P I R I T U A L  E N G A G E M E N T 

So shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall 

not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I 

purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.

I S A I A H  5 5 : 1 1 ( E S V )

Once we know which students we want to engage, how to find them, how 
to welcome them and how to love them, we need to know how to engage 
them spiritually. Spiritual engagement is much more than just Bible studies. 
Studying the Bible is always a great use of time for those who want to study 
it, but it is only one way of spiritual engagement. Spiritual engagement also 
incorporates exploring spiritual questions one-on-one, building platforms of 
plausibility for Christianity, worship experience in a corporate setting, praying 
for students, one-on-one encounters and other activities. All of these means 
are ways to engage spiritually. We also want to make sure that we see the 
validity in engaging students in many venues, not just a church building. 
Spiritual engagement can take place in homes, coffee shops, parks and a 
host of other places. In fact, it needs to take place in a variety of places.

But with so many students from different countries, cultures and faiths how 
will you know how to spiritually engage them? This is where we need to think 
about the overall context of where a student is coming from, not in the same 
way as we saw in high and low context cultures. 

Let’s look at a classic example from the book of Acts. In several instances, 
we have examples of Paul addressing different audiences using different 
approaches. First, in Acts 13:13-42, Paul was asked to speak in a synagogue 
after hearing the Law and the prophets. Paul addressed the Jews there by 
recounting historical events of the nation of Israel. These were events that 
all there would know. He then went on to talk about Jesus, but used other 
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TABLE OF C O N T E N T S passages from the Old Testament to help them connect Jesus with God’s 
plan for Israel. During the course of this event, since they were from the same 
culture, Paul was able to address them as brothers and sons of the family 
of Abraham. Paul was in his own element and able to speak to them with a 
common history and cultural background.

On another occasion, however, in Acts 17:22-31, Paul was in Athens. Here 
he addressed a crowd of Gentiles, not Jews. He used a totally different 
approach. Instead of using only the Old Testament, he opted to use 
inscriptions from their temples (“to the unknown god”) as well as lines of 
poetry from their own cultural background which they would have known. 
In other words, he contextualized the message by looking for cultural 
connecting points. But the purpose was the same: to help the audience 
understand who Jesus was. 

And so it is for us as we engage international students from different 
backgrounds. We need to be sensitive to which faith they are coming from 
and what might help build common links with them. We do not need to be 
an expert in every single religion. Instead, we need to know some basic 
information about their background, lives and beliefs. This is where the 
chapters  “Cross-Cultural Communication” and “Welcoming Students into our 
Midst” will help for the setting. 

Before we delve into spiritual engagement, however, let’s talk about a special 
type of international students and scholars. Many of them are smart. Very 
smart. They are intellectuals. They may be working on Ph.D.s. or post-doctoral 
research. Some of them are here as guest lectures or visiting scholars. Many 
of them come from a science background that is question-driven. They like to 
think deeply. They like to ask questions. We need to be engaged with these 
people intellectually. We do not have to have Ph.Ds. as well, but we do need 
to understand some basics about how to interact with this special type of 
person.

To do this, we need to revisit worldviews. 

As we mentioned before, everyone has a worldview. And this is certainly true 
of people who are not intellectuals. However, many intellectuals will have 
thought about their worldview more specifically and may be able to defend it 
better. So it will be good for us to know some about how worldviews function 
and some ways to organize them.



82 | Chapter SEVEN  S P I R I T U A L  E N G A G E M E N T

A worldview can be very different from and often conflicting with another 
worldview. However, they all share similar functional purposes. First, they 
serve as plausibility structures and help us answer ultimate questions.1 
Hiebert lists these questions as: 

• “Where are we (what is the nature of the world)? 

• Who are we (what does it mean to be human)? 

• What’s wrong (how do we account for evil and the brokenness of life)? 

• What is the remedy (what is the path from brokenness and insecurity 
to a life that is whole and secure)?”2 

Second, worldviews offer us emotional security. This is why, according 
to Hiebert, we often see cultural assumptions most evidently at births, 
initiations, marriages, funerals, harvest celebrations and other rituals. 
Third, worldviews validate our deepest cultural norms. These norms 
are used to “evaluate our experiences and choose courses of action.”3 
Fourth, they help us integrate our culture. Fifth, they monitor cultural 
change. Finally, worldviews provide psychological reassurance that the 
world is truly as we see it. 

The point here is to see that worldviews, even if not verbally expressed 
by those that hold them, play a huge role in how people function in 
the world. It is also something that most people hold dear even if only 
at a functional level. It is also why when others from another culture 
do something outside the norm of his or her worldview it can create 
confusion and conflict. 

In working with intellectuals, we need to see that we are not merely 
dealing with ideas and logic but also with ultimate questions, 
assumptions and guides for behavior. When we begin to probe, question, 
and even challenge another’s worldview, we are dealing with the whole 
person. It can be an exhilarating experience but can also cause conflict. 
We need to remember this as we explain the Christian worldview with 
patience and persuasiveness. But we also have to be ready for great 
questions and challenges to our own worldview. 

Therefore, we should know at least something of the components of a 
worldview and how to explore those components with others. According 
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to Nash, there are five elements of a well-rounded worldview. These are: 
God, reality, morality, knowledge and humankind.4 Just looking at this list 
we can see many areas of conflict or disagreement in talking to people 
from diverse backgrounds. While it may seem daunting at first, I have 
found that most international students and scholars are very willing and 
often excited to talk about these five topics, though not actually doing so 
in the context of worldviews per se. In other words, you do not actually 
have to ask, “Hey, what is your worldview on God?” It goes back to those 
discussions we talked about during the Global Café. Worldviews came up 
frequently, but we did not point that out. We were having too much fun 
and engaging dialogue. But you do not have to be in a Global Café style 
setting. Worldviews can come up in a variety of settings and that’s what 
makes it so portable. 

Let’s take a few minutes to think about these five themes that can help 
us prepare for dealing with worldviews and intellectuals. 

G O D

As Christians, God is the most important component of our worldview.  
“In the beginning, God…” states the first line of Genesis. How others see 
God is also a huge part of their worldview. But for many people, God is not 
part of how they see the world. Then there is the problem of defining what 
the term “God” means. Do we mean a personal God who has emotions, 
or an impersonal force? In ministering to international students and 
scholars, you may be interacting with Muslims (monotheists), Hindus 
(polytheists), or atheists. Knowing something of the major world religions 
of Islam, Buddhism and Hinduism will help one get a feel for where 
connecting points and dividing paths occur in exploring worldviews.  
Again, one does not need to be an expert, but have some basic idea of 
the various understandings of God.

U L T I M A T E  R E A L I T Y

Is there a purpose to the universe? Such is an example of ultimate reality 
or metaphysics. In dealing with students from a science background, this 
is one aspect of a worldview that is certain to cause good conversation. 
Other questions related to this question will be where did the universe 
come from, is the universe a self-enclosed system, and are miracles 
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possible.5 For many in the atheist camp, God, ultimate reality and 
evolution will all be bundled together. We will talk more about evolution 
later, but for now consider how ultimate reality impacts a person’s view of 
what they are doing here on earth. As one of my college professors asked 
every class on the first day, “Knowledge for what?” You will be surprised 
at the answers you will receive. 

M O R A L I T Y

Many people, even if they do not believe in God, will still believe there 
should be moral standards. This area of a worldview can be a great 
place to explore why we should have morals and obey them. The basis of 
morality will keep you talking for hours. For many intellectuals, this will 
still be a bridge of connection up to a point. Even some of the staunchest 
atheists will acknowledge a need for morals. Those who acknowledge 
God in their worldview will also defend morality as legitimate. The 
interesting part will be why and on what basis?

K N O W L E D G E

How do we know what we know? This is a great example of one’s 
worldview of knowledge, or epistemology. As Nash states, “Even people 
not given to philosophic pursuits hold beliefs on this subject. The easiest 
way to see this is simply to ask whether they believe that knowledge 
about the world is possible.”6 Another area covered here that will often 
come up in this area is science and religion. Is the only way to know 
something through science? And can science answer all ultimate 
questions? For some, questions about epistemology may be the most 
difficult to explore, but may in fact be some of the most stimulating  
and interesting.

H U M A N K I N D

What are humans? Where did they come from? Why do they act the 
way that they do? Are they different from animals, and if so how? These 
are the different types of questions that will draw people into great 
conversations which will lead to God stories. As Christians, we have a 
clear worldview of humans as being created in the image of God, yet 
now broken and separated from God by sin. Though we face death due 
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to this sin, we can live eternally through faith in Jesus Christ. In talking 
about humankind, I used to ask students, “What do you think makes us 
human?” Again, you will receive amazing answers. 

In looking over these five themes, we can see that there are some really 
deep questions that make up a worldview. Though not everyone has 
necessarily thought through all of them deeply or completely, you can 
almost be guaranteed that intellectual students and scholars, especially 
those in the various science fields, will have thought through some if not 
many of these issues. I would encourage you to read through Nash’s book 
Worldviews in Conflict, or a similar book if you are dealing with students 
on the more intellectual side, or with scholars. Again, it is not mandatory 
that you yourself be a scholar on these subjects, but you should be 
able to understand the basics and have thought through the Christian 
worldview. 

E V O L U T I O N

Before moving on to spiritual engagement, I think I must address an issue 
that causes many impasses and problems for belief with intellectuals 
from a science background. That issue is the attempt by some Christians 
to force students to accept their own view of how God created the world, 
without allowing students who are considering Christianity any leeway 
to have differing opinions. Because so many international students and 
scholars are from a science background, the issue of evolution inevitably 
comes up. And with good reason, too. Many students are trained in a 
form of scientific materialism to support an atheistic government (as in 
China for instance), or have come to a view of evolution that discounts 
the existence of God. These views are bound to come up in a discussion 
of worldviews that include God. And they are a great opportunity to talk 
about the Christian viewpoint of creation and who God is. 

However, that does not mean that Christians should insist that students 
cannot believe in God and have different ideas of how God created the 
universe. In his introduction to the book The Fourth Day, Howard Van Till 
states, “The biblical doctrine of creation is an essential component of 
the Christian faith. To know God as Redeemer, we must first know Him 
as Creator. But what does it mean to say that God is our Creator?”7 For 
some Christians, God as Creator, means an interpretation that the earth 
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was created in six days and is young. Some believe that the world is old. 
Other Christians believe in a theistic theory of evolution. Regardless of 
which theory one believes, problems can arise when Christians do not 
allow a seeker or new Christian the space and time to work through his or 
her understanding of how God created. 

A case in point was a student I knew studying for a Phd. He was an 
atheist who had real problems accepting a creationist viewpoint that was 
based on just six days of creation. Soon after graduation, he accepted an 
internship at the National Institute of Health (NIH) in Washington, D.C. I 
mentioned to him that the director of the NIH was Dr. Francis Collins, who 
was a committed Christian. He was shocked that a Christian could be a 
scientist, much less the director of the institution where he was going 
to work. I told the student that Dr. Collins had written a book called The 
Language of God: A Scientist Presents Evidence for God, and sent him 
a copy. He described it as a beautiful book and said that it helped him 
tremendously in wrestling with the God/creation/evolution questions 
that he had. Collins is a theistic evolutionist. I know that there are some 
volunteers who would never have given him that book to read, but I feel 
that only offering one option is not the correct approach with students. All 
Christians believe God created. How He created, however, is disputed by 
many fine, sincere and intelligent Christians. It is an issue that Christians 
should discuss with grace among each other and students exploring 
these questions.

It is not my intention here to cover to any degree the theories of creation 
and evolution, but to point out that I have seen students stop seriously 
questioning their atheism when put in a box regarding creation. I would 
advise any who journey with students on the trail of discovering God 
as creator to not box in intellectuals who need time to make a shift to 
a created universe. The appendix for books will contain some titles of 
books that can help volunteers and students alike in tackling the theories 
of how God created.

S P I R I T U A L  E N G A G E M E N T 

As we enter the material on spiritual engagement, I hope you have picked 
up already on the concept of total spiritual engagement wherever one 
encounters students. There is no one place or special place to encounter 
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students spiritually. One of the most common mistakes by Christians 
ministering to people around them is to think of the church service as 
a “special” place for spiritual engagement or gospel sharing. On the 
contrary, we must engage students in our homes, on campus, in parks, 
at plays and in restaurants. Every place is a sacred space belonging to 
God. Every place can be a place where spiritual engagement happens. 
When I speak of these places, I also do not mean walking up to strangers 
and sharing a Bible verse that they most likely will not understand. What I 
mean is getting away from the idea that ministry can really only happen in 
church. It is much more effective to share the gospel in a relationship in 
your own home than to take students to a church service that they most 
likely will not understand. 

Another misconception is that Bible studies are the only way to engage 
students spiritually. While Bible studies are very important in engaging 
students, it is not always the first step in spiritual engagement. 

Instead of starting with Sunday School classes, church services or Bible 
studies, let’s think of spiritual engagement in three stages: dialoguing 
spiritual questions, focused Bible study, and discipleship. Let’s talk about 
these stages as separate types of spiritual engagement remembering 
that they can overlap or occur at the same time. Just remember the 
ultimate goal is encountering Jesus in a variety of ways.

D I A L O G U I N G  S P I R I T U A L  Q U E S T I O N S

We want all students to hear the good news about Jesus Christ. We also 
want them to be disciples. However, for some students, we may only be 
able to begin to answer questions they have about who Jesus is. Students 
will come from many different backgrounds with various attitudes and 
assumptions about Jesus. Some will think He is a great moral teacher, 
others a prophet. Some will be indifferent while others are hostile. Others 
will simply not have time to truly understand the gospel or process it. But 
we can begin the conversation even if others will finally have the privilege 
of reaping the harvest. Everyone wants to harvest, but few focus also 
on sowing. As Tim Downs says in his book Finding Common Ground, 
“Harvesting and sowing are not two contradictory methods of evangelism 
vying for supremacy, but two complementary roles, each with its own 
focus and methodology.”8 Where the harvester focuses on the end result, 
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the sower focuses on preparing the way; where the harvester focuses 
on proclamation, the sower focuses on persuasion; where the harvester 
focuses on immediate results, the sower focuses on gradual change, etc.9

 

In this first type of engagement we may be planting seeds of the gospel 
or building plausibility platforms for them to understand Christianity for 
the future.10 Many students will come with no background of the Bible or 
what Christianity is. Further, many are highly intelligent and trained in a 
scientific worldview. They may have objections to many Christian tenets, 
much less acknowledge Jesus as Lord. We need to be open to answering 
questions with patience, intelligence and love. In his book Questioning 
Evangelism, Randy Newman calls this “dialoguing the gospel.”11 It is the 
third skill of three that are needed for apologetics. It is also one that is 
commonly neglected.12 Good dialoguers are good listeners. They have 
a true interest in those they are speaking with and do not rely on trite 
answers. They are willing to journey with the other in seeking answers. 
They will understand that many students from the hot countries will 
continue to dialogue because they value the relationship, not necessarily 
because of interest. Good dialoguers do not have thin skins and are 
willing to help the student get to the next step in understanding Jesus as 
Lord. One of the frustrating aspects of ministry to international students 
is that so many of them will leave before they truly understand the gospel 
or before they make a decision to follow Christ. As sowers and dialoguers, 
we can help move them closer to Jesus, believing that God has others 
that can minister to them as well. While each Christian is called to explain 
the “hope that is within us,” it is also humbling to realize that God can 
and does use others besides us to share the gospel. Just as the body 
needs different parts to operate, so too, many different people testifying 
about God can give a better picture of who God is. This is why I think 
that working in teams is such a good idea when ministering to students. 
Not only will God use other Christians “down the road” in the students’ 
lives to minister to them, so too, will God use other Christians around the 
students now. 

One of the things that we’ve learned from the international 

students is that many want to hear about Christianity and 

what we believe.  Many of them have not been exposed to these 

teachings and are very curious

“
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One way to help us think about moving people “down the road” or “toward 
the goal” spiritually is to take a look at the Engel Scale, a model depicting 
receptivity of listeners to the gospel developed by James Engel. This 
model has two extremes, +5 at the top entitled “Stewardship,” and -8 
at the bottom, meaning “awareness of supreme being, no knowledge of 
gospel.”13 Knowing where someone is on the scale helps to know how to 
communicate the gospel more effectively to where they are in their faith 
journey, or lack of one. 

You and your team may want to take a look at the website listed in the 
footnotes and work through some scenarios about a hypothetical student, 
or to brainstorm some ways to address students’ questions. When 
someone is at the bottom of the scale, for instance, we need to address 
those questions and help define terms. 

Imagine meeting a student from Japan who has never met a Christian 
or visited a church. He or she may have a vague idea of a supreme 
being, but not understand even basic ideas about the gospel. Terms 
such as “sin,” “God,” “sacrifice” and “eternal,” will have to be defined 
carefully and with the understanding that this person will most likely 
have no knowledge of any biblical background. None. When we see the 
gospel shared this way,  we realize it as a process where people move at 
different rates. We want to have relationships with these students so we 
can pick up on their movement toward another step closer to new birth. 

So, what is the power of spiritual questions? Tim Downs offers 
several answers. He states that questions are non threatening, 
they communicate humility, they allow listeners to discover truth for 
themselves, and they demand questions in return.14 Because we have the 
truth of the gospel, we often want to just give answers without listening 
to the question first. Starting with questions and dialoguing with students 
allows us to put those steps of welcoming and opening into action. We 
want to use the questions in a relationship if possible. It is better to try 
to focus on one person and go as deep as possible with him or her. In 
doing so, the dialoguing will have a cumulative effect. As you get to know 
someone, they are more likely to open up and share true feelings and 
their real worldview.

And just what does the process of dialoguing spiritual questions look 
like? We have already seen some of the questions that were used in the 



90 | Chapter SEVEN  S P I R I T U A L  E N G A G E M E N T

English conversation setting. But what if one is not able to participate in 
that type of setting? How can one dialogue spiritual questions elsewhere? 

In their book Conversational Evangelism, David and Norman Geisler use 
four images to help us create a pattern for dialoguing questions. These 
images are the musician, the artist, the archaeologist and the builder.15 
These four images, or roles, help us craft questions to understand the 
person we are talking with and how to dig deeper in their belief.

The role of the musician is to first listen. “To listen” means to especially 
listen to their story. It is to understand the context of where he or she 
is coming from. Perhaps they come from a Muslim background, but no 
longer believe. Perhaps the person is Buddhist, but what kind? We want 
to know the context. We also want to listen for sour notes. This is what 
the Geislers call statements that do not sound right, much like music 
that is out of key.16 Many times the sour notes are logical discrepancies, 
or statements that seem to contradict what the person says he believes. 
In talking with some Chinese students over the years, they emphatically 
state that they are atheists yet they also wear a jade Buddha as a good 
luck charm. It seems like one of those sour notes. 

Once you have listened as the musician, you can start the role of the 
artist. In this role, we want “to paint a picture by using questions to help 
people see more clearly what they say they believe.”17 By using probing 
questions and asking restating what we hear, we help them to see 
themselves more clearly. We want to clarify their beliefs. 

The third role is that of the archaeologist. What do archaeologists do? 
They dig things up to study the past. In this role, the Geislers want us to 
dig deeper to the barriers that keep people from listening to the gospel 
or believing in Jesus. As they say, “We want to carefully dig into people’s 
history to discover their real barriers.”18 But as we have mentioned 
in the above chapters, it often takes time to build trust and a strong 
relationship. Sometimes we may have to wait awhile for someone to really 
open up. 

Finally, we want to use the role of the builder to build a bridge to the 
gospel. The gospel is always our end goal. We want to help that person 
truly understand who Jesus is and His claims. The Geislers employ a five 
plank bridge to help people, which is listed in basic form below.
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I am accountable (Romans 14; 12).

I cannot measure up (Matthew 5:48, James 2:10).

I am a sinner (Romans 3:23).

I need an outside source for help (Romans 7:19, 24).

The uniqueness of Christ (Acts 4:12).19

Of course, this is just a rough sketch of what the process of dialoguing 
questions could be. There are many ways to go about this. The point 
is to be authentic and committed to the relationship. At this level 
of interaction, you may want to read Conversational Evangelism, 
Questioning Evangelism, or Finding Common Ground to help prepare 
yourself or your team. While these books were written for Americans to 
reach other Americans, the process these books describe still works with 
international students. Just be sure to keep those lessons learned from 
“Cross-Cultural Communication” in mind. 

F O C U S E D  B I B L E  S T U D Y

Other students, however, may readily participate in focused or structured 
Bible study. This could be a group study, one-on-one study, etc. These 
groups could also be mixed groups of Christians and non-Christians, or 
just of one or the other. Even though the leader will still be dialoguing the 
gospel frequently in the process, he or she will also be focused on the 
Bible in a more structured way. These studies work best before or after 
a social time, and with the students’ schedules in mind. Do not expect 
non-Christian students to get up early for Sunday school. Most likely 
students will respond better to studies in homes, coffee shops, or even on 
campus. It is important also to be sensitive to students who come from 
countries that might not want them to explore Christianity. Some students 
have worried about “spies,” or students who report the activities of other 
students. In these situations, one may want to conduct one-on-one Bible 
studies in a volunteer’s home. 

Those leading more structured Bible studies should not be fooled that 
everyone present is a genuine “seeker” or “person of peace.” Some 
students will attend out of curiosity but not out of real spiritual hunger. 
Some will be there to please a friend or the study leader. Some are just 
there to improve English skills. Some will be there to help someone save 
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face. For example, one Chinese visiting scholar attended a Bible study not 
because he was really interested but to make the leader feel valued since 
no one else was attending that night. 

Examples like this help us realize that understanding cross-cultural 
communication differences is crucial. There are many assumptions on 
our part when students attend a Bible study. Leaders and volunteers 
need to be aware of these differences so that they do not make avoidable 
mistakes. We should always be welcoming but understanding different 
communication styles can confuse us. However, we know that God’s Word 
does not return void, and even those who at first may not be that open 
to the claims of Christ may turn out to be the ones who make genuine 
confessions.

For this level of spiritual engagement, teams may want to read about/
use Passport to the Bible, Christianity Explored, T4T, or The Hope DVD 
material. However, volunteers should always be flexible in adapting the 
material to the students’ need to ask questions and think through the 
claims of Christianity. Students often ask amazing questions that we do 
not necessarily ask in our Christian circles. We need to give them space 
to ask such questions without responding with “How could you ask such 
a question?” responses. Utilizing the steps of Cross-Cultural Servanthood 
and “Cross-Cultural Communication” are valuable in the Bible study 
process as well. 

Leaders should also assume no knowledge of the Bible or how it is 
organized by the students. Time should be spent just helping students 
understand the layout of the Bible and the concept of books, chapters 
and verses. For those with trouble reading English, a bilingual Bible may 
be needed. Using Bibles with the same English translation is a must when 
working with a group. 

D I S C I P L E S H I P

When a student gives his life to Christ, we want to make sure he is 
discipled in knowing God and also how to follow God. A true disciple 
makes other disciples. It is more than just being able to answer 
questions about God. It is taking up one’s cross and following. It also 
means personal investment by those doing the discipling. As Francis 
Chan says in his book Multiply, “Share life not just information. True 
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discipleship involves deep relationships.”20 Individuals and teams will 
need to walk beside these students and help them in the discipleship 
process. Success will be new believers or strengthened believers who see 
themselves as disciple makers whether back in their home country, here 
in the United States, or in a third location. 

So, what is discipleship? Just like the definition of church, it can raise 
quite a heated debate. To quote from Chan again, he states, “Basically, 
a disciple is a follower, but only if we take the term ‘follower’ literally. 
Becoming a disciple of Jesus is as simple as obeying His call to follow.”21 
In his book Making Disciples Across Cultures, Charles Davis gives this 
definition: “A disciple is one who moves closer to Jesus as a learner, 
follower, and lover, together with other disciples.”22 And we could go on 
and on with different definitions of what it means to be a disciple. Though 
this book is not able to explore the concept in depth, let’s use a definition 
I find useful from Discipleshift: Five Steps That Help Your Church to Make 
Disciples Who Make Disciples. Authors Putman and Harrington take their 
definition from Matthew 4:19, “He said to them, ‘Follow me, and I will 
make you fishers of men,’” and list three key attributes.23

The first is at the head level. As they say, “Jesus said, ‘Follow me.’ 
A disciple of Jesus must follow Jesus. It’s that simple. Jesus leads. 
We follow.”24 Most people will understand this concept easily. It is an 
intellectual assent to the authority of Jesus. If we are going to follow  
Jesus at any level, we have to acknowledge Him and follow Him first. 
However, for many people, this can lapse into a simple Bible trivia 
knowledge of Jesus and Christianity. As we work with people who 
acknowledge Jesus, we do not want to just produce whiz kids who  
can quote facts. We need doers. 

The second component is spiritual. The heart has to be transformed. 
This is what happens when Jesus says “and I will make you.” It is 
something only the Spirit of God can do. As I used to say to students 
who were hearing the gospel for the first time, “First information, 
then transformation.” Paul said in Ephesians 2:10 that “we are his 
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand, that we should walk in them.” Without transformation, we 
are just knowledge containers. We have to move on to doers. This is the 
work of the Spirit. 
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The third attribute, hands, is an image of doing. As Putman and 
Harrington put it, “It’s for every disciple to join in God’s mission in this 
world, to participate with God’s purposes in the world.”25 This is where we 
often miss the mark by not helping or teaching new believers how to “do” 
in the kingdom. We often spend almost all our attention on getting them 
saved only to put them on a pew and leave them. For true discipleship,  
we need to teach them how to live the Christian life and how to make 
other disciples. 

For many years, reaching international students has been about sending 
students back to their home countries as missionaries to reach their 
people group. But how well have we been at the discipleship level? Are 
we sending back true disciples that make disciples? This is the same 
question we are asking on many levels about Christians here in the 
United States. And we know that in the United States many people are 
waking up to the fact that our efforts at discipleship need help. 

There are many ways we could describe the growth stage of a disciple, 
but for continuity sake I am going to stay with Putman and Harrington, 
and use their five-stage cycle that uses the image of a growth chart from 
infancy to mature parent. They list the states as dead, infant, children, 
young adult and parent.26 They start with dead to represent the fact that 
we start dead in our sins, and eventually grow in our faith till we learn how 
to share the gospel with others who are dead in their sins as well. 

The cycle takes us from death to life, and then as those who are born 
again, back to sharing with the spiritually dead. This is an aspect of 
discipleship that is critical. We must grow up to the parent stage so that 
we are sharing with those who need to hear. Without describing all the 
stages of the cycle, let me just describe a bit on the final stage, parent. 
In this stage, the disciple has reached maturity and is released to be 
a disciple maker on his or her own. As each stage has a characteristic 
language and behavior, that of the parent is intentional strategy. I think 
that is something that we have been missing for some time: seeing 
discipleship’s end result as an intentional strategy to disciple others. 
A believer is not a mature disciple until she has intentionally discipled 
another person.

So what does this mean on a practical level? It is back to personal 
investment. The key is for volunteers to invest in students through 



Chapter SEVEN  S P I R I T U A L  E N G A G E M E N T | 95

modeling and shared experiences. Don’t just read verses about how 
to pray. Pray together. If a volunteer is going to drop off food for a sick 
church member, invite the student to go along. Allow students to help in 
church activities. Allow them to lead Bible studies with other students. 
See them as a key part of ministry to other international students. 
Empower them to be spiritual leaders wherever they go after graduation. 
Allow them to experiment. Have fun together and share memories.

The students who have made commitments to God are usually the ones 
who have Christians investing in their lives, not just a Bible study. Many 
students from East Asia, for instance, will view Bible studies much like 
a class to gain knowledge. It is an academic exercise. They think, “Why 
not learn something about Christian culture and the Bible while here in 
the United States?” However, when Christians are modeling what the 
student is learning into real life practice, or when the volunteer is allowing 
the student to see how Christianity impacts his or her life outside of 
the “classroom,” a new dynamic is introduced. We need to be investing 
personally in their lives. 

Make sure they do not come to see the church building as the only place 
where ministry and evangelism take place. Students who go back as 
Christians will not often find many churches to connect to. They need 
to see themselves as the church. They will need to live in a Christian 
context that is very different from the American context. Try not to portray 
Christianity as an American -only culture. If a student is a different culture 
type, do not try to change him or her. Christians can be from hot or  
cold cultures.

Discipleship is not about getting students in a building. When I was a 
teacher in Asia,  churches were not available for Bible study or worship. 
I could not do Bible studies in public places at the school. My choices 
were really limited. Therefore, I had to get used to the idea of doing Bible 
studies, etc. in my apartment. But even suggesting a Bible study could 
be tricky. I had to use relationships and play off questions to get to the 
Bible. Because of security issues, even large Bible studies were not 
encouraged. Small was ok. In dealing with many international students, 
we need to take the same approach. The main thing is to think outside 
the box by designing material that students can absorb easily and 
reproduce wherever they go. 
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Also, do not fall into the trap of thinking that a non-Anglo church that 
matches a student culturally or linguistically will ipso facto be a good fit. 
Some non-Anglo churches, even if they worship and preach in a non-
English language, will still do church in an Anglo style. One example I 
know of was a Chinese church which had many Chinese who were not 
from mainland China. Most of the members had lived in the United States 
for many years. Their worship and preaching were still in Chinese, but 
the way they did church was very similar to the United States and built 
on assumptions of freedom of worship and assembly. Though many 
Christians in China are in house churches, this church was squarely in 
the American-style model. Am I saying that one should not help connect 
students to churches of their heart language or culture? Absolutely 
not! But what I am saying is that you may need to help navigate the 
differences in church styles in what they find here and what they will find 
back home. 

Also, try to help students as much as possible understand the things you 
have learned about cross-cultural communication. Some students will 
get a job offer or do more graduate work in another country other than 
the United States or their home country. They need to be prepared for yet 
another cultural context, but also an opportunity to share their faith cross-
culturally. We want students to keep the idea that all need to hear, and 
they can also be cross-cultural missionaries. 

Finally, help students have a vision for not only sharing their faith with 
others, but sharing the disciple-making process with others so they too 
can be disciple makers. We do not want to just add to the kingdom with 
converts, but multiply the kingdom with disciples who make disciples 
who make disciples, etc. As has been said when describing a disciple-
making culture, the main question is, “Are your disciples producing third-
generation disciples”?
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QUESTIONS FOR C H A P T E R  S E V E N

1. How would you describe your team’s ability to find common ground with 
those who are different from your church members?

2. Is your team good at spiritual engagement?

3. How could your team improve in spiritual engagement? What training 
might be needed?

4. Where are areas outside of church that your team could spiritually 
engage students?

5. Describe the difference between addition and multiplication in regards 
to discipleship.  

6. What will it take to have deep relationships with those your team  
is discipling?

  

Resources for Chapter Seven
Perspectives on the World Christian Movement, Ralph Winter
Discipleshift, Jim Putman and Bobby Harrington
Making Disciples across Cultures, Charles Davis
Worldviews in Conflict, Ronald H. Nash
Creation Regained: Biblical Basics for a Reformational Worldview, Albert M. Wolters



CHAPTER EIGHT D E P A R T U R E S 

And when he had said these things, he knelt down and 

prayed with them all. And there was much weeping on 

the part of all; they embraced Paul and kissed him, being 

sorrowful most of all because of the word he had spoken, 

that they would not see his face again.

A C T S  2 0 : 3 6 – 3 8  ( E S V )

It is hard to say goodbye to someone with whom you have invested a lot 
of time, energy and prayer. But the purpose of a student is to graduate. 
Student ministry is a cyclical ministry, and one must understand that from 
the beginning. But the good news is that modern technology has made 
staying in touch much easier. When my wife and I returned from China in 
2000, it was still very expensive to call back to China. Skype, Facebook 
and FaceTime had yet to be invented. But today, my wife teaches piano 
lessons to her niece in China via Skype for free. It is a whole new world 
and for the good when it comes to staying in touch with students who 
return home, pursue another degree, or take an internship in another state. 

Even though we can keep in touch like never before, let’s make sure we 
do our best to help students on their way out. Departures can be exciting 
affairs, but they can also be stressful and disrupting affairs. Let’s explore 
some ways to keep the blessings going even as students leave.

P R E P A R I N G  F O R  R E E N T R Y

As your student friend is preparing to leave the campus, you should help 
him or her prepare for the next step in their journey. Knowing where they 
are going and what they plan to do will better prepare you to help them in 
the transition. 
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One of the biggest issues for students to prepare for is reentry. This is 
the process of returning to their home country and culture. Depending on 
their time here in the United States, this can be a difficult period for them. 
Though we know that many students will go through culture shock when 
arriving here, few realize that many students also go through reverse 
culture shock upon returning home. Let’s walk through the steps of 
reverse culture shock. These phases are outlined by International Student 
Exchange Programs.1

First, the student will usually be excited about returning home. All the 
days of waiting and being separated from friends and family are almost 
over. The longer the student has been in the United States, however, 
the more changes have most likely affected the student’s perception 
of the world and his own culture. They may have had many challenging 
moments during their stay, but these challenges can help them grow  
as people. 

Arriving back at home, however, they may realize that they have changed 
in their perceptions and not like everything about their own culture, 
or that they have changed whereas their home culture has not. They 
may need to go through a period of readjustment. Just such a situation 
happened on my return trip to the United States after two years in China.  
I was standing in line at the airport in Los Angeles. Having learned to 
stand as close as possible to the person in front of you in China so as to 
prevent someone from cutting in line, I was rudely reprimanded by the 
person in front of me for standing “too close.” I had been changed by my 
time in China and was not even aware. For several moments, I just stood 
there perplexed as to why this guy was so upset. I could not believe he 
was upset. As we left the airport to go to our hotel, I was still in shock that 
he confronted me in that way. Eventually, however, I realized that it was 
too close for American standards. But it still felt strange. Over time, my 
old American ways crept back in. 

Though this is a humorous case, other changes may be more frustrating. 
One is saying good-bye to friends that were made in the host country. 
Sometimes, students make it through “together” with other international 
students or friend families. They truly miss them. They have shared 
experiences and memories that others in the home country simply 
cannot understand. Also, when they try to explain these experiences, 
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most people will not really be able to comprehend the experience. The 
student may tell stories about the country that others are not able to 
fully appreciate. Others may grow tired of the stories. This can lead to 
frustration and anger on the part of the student. This would be the low 
point of the reverse culture shock as the student may feel lonely and 
alienated in his own country. 

Eventually, however, most students will begin to adjust yet again, this time 
to their own country. As time goes on, things will seem more like normal, 
though not totally the same. The length of time for this to happen will 
depend on the amount of time spent out of the country and how different 
the host country was. Finally, the student will incorporate his new 
experiences into life in his home country, though he will likely be different 
in his outlook on many aspects of culture. 

As frustrating as this may seem, think how difficult it would be to go 
through reverse culture shock as well as return as a new Christian. Just 
think how the new Christian student would have to encounter ancestor 
worship, food prohibitions, gender relations and possible persecutions. 
A student may not only be going back to a confusing readjustment but 
possible ostracism by family or even death threats. 

As brothers and sisters in Christ, we cannot just wave to them goodbye 
and say I will pray for you. We have to pray for them but also help prepare 
them as much as possible. 

We would do well to help all our students to be aware of reverse culture 
shock issues, and particularly prepare any students who have become 
Christians. The following are some ways to help students prepare before 
they leave. Though we have to be careful when we generalize (some 
students have great experiences and would like to stay longer while 
others can’t wait to exit), we place students into two categories based 
on time here, and two based on Christian commitment. Combining the 
categories will give us four possible outcomes.

Short-Term Students who are not Christians

For short-term students, most likely the effects of reverse culture shock 
will not be that strong. They just have not had enough time to adapt to the 
new American culture. However, it would still be a good idea to bring up the 
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idea sometime with them and talk through it. You might want to ask some 
questions about what they have learned and how they have changed. 

Short-Term Students who did become Christian

For those students who did become a Christian, it is important to link 
them with a Christian from their home culture or country here before they 
leave, and to try and find a church or other Christian ministry back in their 
home country. Depending on the country, this can be problematic so you 
may need to do a lot of coaching before they leave. 

Long-Term Students who did not Become Christian

For these students, preparing them for reentry may be a great opportunity 
to share Christ with them for the last time while they are in the United 
States. Hopefully, you have created a deep relationship with your friend, 
and this will be a chance to work through the issues as friends. One way 
to prepare for reentry is to role play some of the stages that might occur 
when home. You might want to get a copy of Think Home: A Practical 
Guide for Christian Internationals Preparing to Return Home. Though it is 
written to help students who did become Christians, you could use some 
of the first chapters which are more general in nature with the student. 
It also has a chapter dealing with potential reverse culture shock issues. 
If nothing else, it would be a good source for thinking about the type of 
questions you should ask.

Long-Term Students who did Become Christian

This type of student could potentially need the most attention. But what 
a blessing you could be to help him prepare to grow in his faith as he 
faces a new life back home or elsewhere. You should definitely get the 
Think Home book and work through it as much as possible before your 
friend leaves. Chapters towards the end of the workbook specifically cover 
some of the issues I already mentioned, including “Tough Questions” and 
“Growing Spiritually Back Home.” It is much better for these questions to 
be raised now than once he lands. If you are working with a student from 
China, you may also want to get a copy of Returnee Handbook by Overseas 
Campus Magazines. This book is specifically written to help Chinese 
returnees. It also has some introductory material about the historical  
waves of Chinese students that is very useful to the American volunteer.  
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Looking for missionaries, churches and other Christians back home 
or in a new location is also very important. For students returning to 
their home countries, contacting Christians in their home town is a 
good option. Missions agencies may also be able to connect students 
to contacts they have. You may want to contact your denominational 
leadership, mission board, or a para-church organization that has 
branches throughout the United States or in other countries. Also, you 
could check for contacts through the ACMI organization’s ACMI-LINK 
which is a “global tool for connecting ISM workers with others for the 
benefit of students and scholars moving to new locations or returning 
to their home countries.”2 There may also be churches of the same 
language or ethnicity near that could help to network the student.  

Think through all the networks you are involved with for links to schools, 
cities, countries and businesses. You will be amazed at how many friends 
of friends may help place a departing student in a support group before 
they even graduate. As the semesters go by, your network of support 
groups should grow.  

S A Y I N G  G O O D B Y E

Once you have talked about reentry issues and looked for potential 
connections at the next stop on your student’s journey, you should plan 
for some sort of memorable moment for saying goodbye. The usual 
farewell party or dinner is a good way to bring closure. Small gifts and last 
minute pictures will be appreciated by your student. One great gift to give 
is a Bible or New Testament in the student’s language if you think this 
would be appreciated. Having a goodbye prayer of blessing is another way 
to bring closure and a blessing at the same time. Whether Christian or 
not, most of our student friends appreciated our prayers for them before 
they left. Make sure to get all the contact information for email, Skype, 
Facebook, etc. for future use. 

The most rewarding part of working with internationals is how 

it gives a small taste of what heaven will be like. Someday, 

we will be side by side with people from all types of races and 

cultures praising God and worshiping Him.

“
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P O S T - D E P A R T U R E  F O L L O W  U P

Not every student is going to want to keep up a relationship with you or 
your team after he returns home. You just have to prepare yourself that 
you will not have 100 percent participation. In fact, these relationships will 
be much like the seed scattered by the sower in Matthew 13. Some will 
immediately die, some will flourish for a limited time, but some will continue 
and ultimately bear fruit. For those who want to stay in touch it is easier now 
than ever before. Most students have access to social media, Skype and 
other free or low cost communication. Use these tools to your advantage 
and frequently. Please remember, however, that some countries attempt to 
restrict Christianity. You should always speak with the student before leaving 
and ask about sensitive topics. Try to pick up on any clues that might not be 
explicitly stated.  

Back in the day when letters were still the way to communicate, I met a 
student from China. When he was leaving to return to China, we met to 
discuss the possibility of my teaching in China. At the end of the conversation, 
I mentioned that I wanted to keep in touch and would write a letter. As we 
were walking away after saying goodbye, I said, “May I write about anything I 
want to?” He responded, “Sure, you can write about anything you want to.” A 
few moments later I heard him say, “But don’t write about anything political!” 
Do your research, talk to the student and be sensitive to what they say to do. 
Remember, they may be living in a dangerous situation; most likely you are not.  

P O S T - D E P A R T U R E  V I S I T S

Though it may seem far-fetched, some people ministering to international 
students actually visit them back in their home countries. Sometimes it is 
a businessman or woman who is traveling to the student’s country anyway; 
other times, these trips are planned for the very purpose of checking up on 
a student. Occasionally, volunteers will make trips every other year or so to 
visit multiple students. Though the advent of social media and Skype can be 
used to help follow up, a real visit is still a wonderful experience if it can be 
done. The cost, however, may keep most people from being able to do this. 
Still, if you are working with a lot of students from one country, you may want 
to follow up with a personal visit and use the experience to also learn more 
about the culture from your friends there. This would qualify as a mission trip 
and your church or ministry team may want to help fund you or several from 
your team to go.  
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1.  How would you prepare a student returning to his home country after 
four years in the United States?

2.  How would you prepare a student who has become a Christian to 
return to his or her home country?

3.  How would you help a student who is moving to get a job make 
contacts in another state or country?

4. How good are you at staying in contact with someone after they leave? 
What tools could you use to stay in contact with students?

5.  Would you ever consider visiting a student in his or her home country?

QUESTIONS FOR C H A P T E R  E I G H T



For which of you, desiring to build a tower,  

does not first sit down and count the cost, 

whether he has enough to complete it?

L U K E  1 4 : 2 8  ( E S V )

CHAPTER NINE C A S E  S T U D I E S

If you have read most of the book by now, you most likely know much 
more about putting together a team to reach international students 
than before, but you may still want to see how it all comes together in a 
hypothetical case study. Let’s look at two cases where individuals and a 
church begin to interact with students, and then move toward intentional 
ministry to students.  

S T O R Y  1

Alpha church is a middle-sized church near a university with some 
international students. The church has never really thought about 
ministry to international students. That is about to change thanks to a 
bottom-up change of mind.

Alpha church has an ESL teacher named April who has started to do 
summer trips to China to help with English language study. Because of 
her trips to China and reports back to the church, several people have 
started to pray for her and are more aware of events in China. But most 
members do not really contemplate going with her to China. It is her thing. 
It also costs a lot to go, and most cannot go for the three to four weeks 
that she needs to do the ESL camp.    

However, several other church members are interested in going, but know 
that they cannot go to China due to health issues or work schedules. 
They want to pray for the summer trips, but they also want to do hands-on 
ministry as well. They are praying for April and for ways to be involved.  
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A few have donated money to April while others gathered supplies that 
she could take with her.  

One church couple who have been praying, Adam and Anne, see an ad 
one day in the paper about being a host family for international students 
at the local university. They were not really sure if they should do this, 
but decided to pray about it. Together they decide to be a host family. 
They are not really sure what is going to happen, but put down that they 
would like to host a student from China. Since they have heard April talk 
about China, they figure that she might be able to help them understand 
Chinese culture. They send in the application and wait. Adam later gets 
an email inviting them to an orientation at the university. 

After the orientation at the university, Adam and his wife receive another 
email stating that their student would be a first year electrical engineering 
student named Wang Li from China, and in the Ph.D. program. 

Things went well with their student the first year, and though Wang Li 
did not become a Christian, Adam prayed for other church members to 
become involved in reaching out to students.  

Rather than be a host family again by themselves, Adam and Anne spoke 
with their small group and asked them to pray for them for the coming 
year, and challenged others to be a host family as well. They invited other 
couples in their small group to do events together and exchange ideas. 
Several weeks later, Adam and Anne shared ideas with two other families 
who wanted to be involved. They asked April to come and share some 
more with them one-on-one about her time in China. They also planned a 
cookout over the summer with these couples and invited Wang Li and a 
few of his friends to attend.  

During the summer, several families along with Adam and Anne became 
host families.  They planned several outings as a group with their 
students, also from China. During the year, the families from the small 
group prayed together, reported back to their small group what was 
going on, and swapped stories about common experiences they had with 
their students. Though no one had become a Christian at the end of the 
second year, all three families had been able to share their faith with the 
students and several of them were interested in studying the Bible.  
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During the summer of the second year, several of the families decided to 
start a Friday night Bible study at another church member’s house which 
was located near the university. They had snacks and free talk during 
the evening, but also had a planned Bible study that was scheduled. It 
was close enough for students to walk over for the event. The Bible study 
was based on a short passage and usually intended to be fairly basic. 
Time was always reserved for questions and to understand the context of 
a passage. During the year, several more students started coming with 
the three original host students. Alpha church also had special events 
during the year and invited the students to join in with Christmas parties, 
cookouts, etc.  Sometimes students visited the church, but the emphasis 
was on the Bible study group and personal relationships.  

By the third year, church members were starting to hear more and more 
about the Chinese student Bible study. Not everyone wanted to be a 
host family, but more church members were praying for the families and 
students. People started to see that international missions could be done 
at home as well as overseas. Late in the third year, Wang Li became a 
Christian. He began a more focused Bible study every week. He started 
going to church with Adam and Anne though he enjoyed the music more 
than the sermon, which he found hard to follow. Sometimes Anne would 
summarize the sermon for him later after she went through the notes  
she took.  

While listening to Wang Li talk about life back in China, they realized that 
he had no idea about Christian life in China. They also realized that they 
were way in over their heads with how to counsel him. They talked to April 
who recommended that they introduce Li to an organization that could 
supply him with books and other materials in Chinese. These materials 
were easily and quickly read by him. Eventually, he was also able to 
connect with some Chinese Christians in his city.  

At the end of the fourth year, Li graduated and moved to a bigger city 
to do a postdoc at another university. This school had more Chinese 
students and a Chinese church. Li got involved in the church and grew 
in his faith. Li eventually returned to China. Adam and Anne continued to 
keep in touch with Li through Skype, Facebook and phone calls.  

At the end of the fifth year, Alpha church had six families hosting students 
during the year. The Bible study was going strong, and one of the families 
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hosting students decided to go with April to China to better understand 
the culture. The trips to China were now seen as a church effort, and 
ministering to international students was considered normal.  

S T O R Y  2

Beta church is located in a large city with a large university. Pastor Bob is 
a newly installed pastor. He comes from the mission field in Africa and is 
looking for ways to do cross-cultural ministry in his new church. He called 
a staff meeting and asked everyone to bring in ideas about how to be 
engaged with the community. Pastor Bob also had some demographic 
analysis done and was surprised to see a large Indian community near 
the campus. At the next meeting, he asked about this and was told that it 
was all the Indian students who lived in off-campus housing. Pastor Bob 
was intrigued by this information and went to the university website where 
he discovered that there were over 1,000 international students studying 
at the university. The largest group was students from India, then China, 
other East Asian countries and Europe. He was hoping to find some 
students from his own area of work in Africa, but did not. However, he 
did realize that many of these students did represent unreached people 
groups (UPGs) back in their home countries. How could Beta church 
reach out to these students who were all around them?

Pastor Bob found out several days later that one of his church members, 
Ted, was a student at the university and studied abroad the semester 
before. In speaking with Ted, he found out that the International Student 
and Scholar Office invited American students who were preparing for the 
study abroad program or who had completed it to attend the International 
Student Coffee Hour every other week on campus. Ted said that he had 
met several students from various countries there, and that some of his 
American friends were also attending to prepare for their study abroad 
programs. Pastor Bob also found out that there was a conversational 
partners program for students to meet international students to exchange 
ideas, practice English and learn about each other’s culture. This program 
just matched students and did not require any set date or time for 
students to meet. It was just a way to connect students.  

As Pastor Bob thought about these university programs, he realized 
that Beta’s student ministry already had a bridge to these international 
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students. One of the areas in which Pastor Bob wanted his congregation 
to grow was the area of missions and helping his church become “world 
Christians” in their outlook. He decided to bring this up with the missions 
committee, the youth/student committee and the church staff.  

The committees and staff thought that linking American college students 
with international students at the college would be a good way to start 
interacting with people from other cultures. It would also be a practical 
way to do missions here in the United States.  Like most endeavors, 
not all students participated and some started and stopped. But a few 
persisted, inviting international students to events, over to their houses 
for holidays and meals, and met up with them on campus for hang out 
time.  

However, most of the students involved were exchange students the same 
age as the American college students. Though this was a great start, 
Pastor Bob and those involved realized that these students were just the 
tip of the iceberg. There were also many more graduate students studying 
at the university. But the big problem was that these graduate students 
did not hang out with American college students. They were busy in the 
labs and usually teaching some courses for their professors. Pastor Bob 
called for some more meetings by church members. The church decided 
to hold some special prayer meetings on Wednesday night to pray about 
how to be more involved with international students, and to help other 
members be more aware of the potential to reach internationals so close 
to the church building.  

Several people decided to be host families for students in the fall. They 
decided to intentionally try to host graduate students.  Because there 
was not a bridge to this demographic, this seemed to be the only way at 
this point. Several of the American students at Beta church asked the 
pastor about teaming up with a religious registered student organization 
on campus to do a cookout on campus. The pastor asked them why they 
needed to team up with them. Couldn’t the church just do their own 
cookout at the campus? The students told the pastor about using space 
on campus and how it needed to be done through an official student 
group. Otherwise the church would have to rent space (if that was even 
possible for a cookout). Since these students were from his church, he 
decided to try it out. He contacted the advisor for the RSO that they had 
mentioned. He did not know the advisor, but had heard good things about 
him from his students.  
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The phone conversation went well, and all was ready. The RSO would 
reserve a space on Labor Day and hold a cookout for international 
students. The host families would be invited along with their students. 
The American students in the undergraduate programs would also invite 
their international friends from the cultural program. The church prayed 
for good weather and lots of students.

When the actual day came, about 15 international students showed 
up with about 25 American students and non-students. The weather 
was great. Most of the students had a good time, but things could have 
been better. Beef hamburgers did not go well with some of the students. 
Thankfully, there were some veggie dishes and enough fruit. Over the next 
academic year, Pastor Bob and several church members, along with their 
American students and host families, began to read as much as possible 
about international students. They visited websites, and even made a 
road trip to visit another ministry out of town to get some ideas about 
working with international students.  

When the next academic year rolled around, they were ready to up their 
game. They continued to promote the host family program as an official 
ministry of the church, as well as sponsor the cookout with the student 
RSO. They also started an “English corner” on Friday nights at the church. 
They provided snacks for the students, a time of structured English 
practice and then a fellowship time afterwards that was unstructured. 
They had a mish-mash of students both undergraduate and graduate 
show up. Since the church was near the campus, it was easy for students 
to get to the church. Things seemed to go well.  

However, as Pastor Bob looked around one Friday night, he realized one 
thing. Even though the Indian student population was the largest on 
campus, there were not any Indian students at the English corner. Some 
came to the cookout, but they did not seem to reappear after that. This 
troubled Pastor Bob and he began to do some more reading about Indian 
students and India in general. He also contacted his friends back on 
the mission field and asked them questions about ministry in India as 
well. Pastor Bob found out that since many Indians use English as a link 
language, they do not really see a need to practice English. It just was not 
a draw for them. If Beta church was going to be involved with more Indian 
students, it would need a different approach. 
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QUESTIONS FOR C H A P T E R  N I N E

1. What steps did Adam and Anne take to introduce the host family concept 
to the church? Do you think this story is plausible? Why or why not?

2.  What new approaches would Beta church need to pursue to reach the 
Indian students around campus? How many different ideas can you list 
with your team? What would you need to do to reach out to the largest 
population in your local college?

3.  If you are trying to start an international student ministry or renew 
one, where do you see your starting position? Starting from the bottom as 
a grassroots attempt, or more from a top-down approach? What obstacles 
will you need to overcome to achieve success?

4. Who might be a champion at your church to help lift up international 
student ministry?

5.  If you are ready to start a ministry to international students, what 
steps do you need to take? 
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APPENDIX A 
C O L L E G I A T E  M I N I S T R Y  M O D E L S 1

M I S S I O N A L  C O M M U N I T Y  M O D E L

This strategy seeks to produce disciples who make disciples, preparing 
students to “view their world” and “function within their world” as missionaries, 
regardless of their context.  Components include sharing Scripture stories, 
telling personal stories and living the Christian life day-by-day in relationships 
within a specific community on campus. Focus is on evangelistic/missional 
outreach and “iron sharpening iron” life transformation.

C O L L E G I A T E  C H U R C H  P L A N T  M O D E L

Aimed at planting a new congregation on or near the college/university 
campus, this strategy focuses on disciplining college students and 
other members of the academic community. This strategy utilizes bold 
proclamation of the gospel, personal evangelism, and intentional disciple-
making and intensive leadership development.   

C A M P U S - B A S E D  M O D E L

Built on the foundation of a Registered Student Organization (RSO) with a 
campus minister assigned to a specific campus (or neighboring campuses), 
this strategy is often viewed as a model to residential students on campus. The 
ministry serves as a missional hub of students and as the bridge between the 
campus and the local church. It is particularly helpful on campuses that are 
hostile to the presence of churches. This model often includes a weekly worship 
gathering, some type of small group communities and leadership development.

C H U R C H - B A S E D  M I N I S T R Y  M O D E L

Used extensively among churches with very little assistance from the 
Convention, this model focuses on creating programs within the church 
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tailored to the needs of college students. Sometimes featuring Sunday 
School classes oriented for “College and Career;” worship gatherings 
tailored to the preferences of college students; topical book studies 
on relevant college issues; or programs where members adopt college 
students and bless them with care packages, notes and prayers; 
churches working in this model relate either to their own membership 
who have gone off to college, the students coming from nearby colleges 
or their own college students who have not left town for their education.

S A T E L L I T E  C H U R C H  M O D E L

This model involves producing a satellite ministry of a congregation on 
the college/university campus. The satellite becomes an extension of an 
already established church and each venue offers a similar atmosphere 
and experience as one would get from the primary worship gathering at the 
sponsoring church. Satellites may employ live preaching, video broadcast or 
simulcast of the main worship service of the sponsoring church.

S H A R E D - S P A C E  P A R T N E R S H I P  M O D E L

In this model, churches partner together for the benefit of shared real 
estate. While these churches may not work together in actual ministry, 
they see the value of working together to have access to ministry space 
otherwise unavailable to them. For example, they may share office space 
in a building on or adjacent to a college campus, or they may utilize an 
actual space used for worship, wherein the partnering churches each 
choose a different time to meet during the week. It is most effective when 
churches are mutually respectful of each other and supportive of one 
another when resources are scarce and hard to come by.

U N R E A C H E D  P E O P L E  G R O U P  M O D E L

This model expresses a cross-cultural missiology traditionally 
employed by international missionaries. The campus is broken down 
into separate unreached communities (based on social structures, 
academic communities, affinity groups, etc.) so that churches can send 
missionaries into those communities to make and reproduce disciples. 
When using this model, a network of churches working together can 
effectively spread their efforts over an entire campus.
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APPENDIX B 
R E S O U R C E S  F O R 
I N T E R N A T I O N A L 
S T U D E N T  M I N I S T R Y

B O O K S  F O R  I S M  B E G I N N E R S

Foreign to Familiar, by Sarah Lanier, (Hagerstown: McDougal, 2000). An 
easy to read primer on the differences culture makes on topics relating to 
time, communication, privacy, etc. Highly recommended for volunteers.

Cross-Cultural Servanthood, by Duane Elmer, (Downers Grove: Inter 
Varsity Press, 2006). A book written for missionaries going into cross-
culture situations, but also works well here. A good step-by-step process 
for serving those from another culture.

Understanding World Religions, by George Braswell, Jr. (Broadman and 
Holman Publishers: 2006). A good general introduction to the major  
world religions. 

M I S S I O N S

Perspectives on the World Christian Movement, by Ralph D. Winter, Ed.  
(Pasadena: William Carey Library, 1999). A collection of many articles 
covering missions movements, people groups, cultural issues and much 
more. Used in the Perspectives course as a reader for the classes.

Operation World, by Jason Mandryk, (Downers Grove, IVP Books, 2010). 
This is a great resource for understanding the religious context of the 
nations in the world. Includes people groups and ways to pray.

Who is My Neighbor? Reaching Internationals in North America, Philip 
and Kandace Conner (Princeton: Philip and Kandace Conner, 2008). 
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I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S T U D E N T  M I N I S T R Y

God Brings the World to Your Doorstep, by Lawson Lau (Leadership 
Publishers, 2006). A collection of ideas and advice by Lawson Lau, who 
has been involved with international student ministry for many years.  

Crossing Cultures Here and Now, Lisa Espineli Chinn, (2006 International 
Student Ministry, Intervarsity Christian Fellowship). A small booklet with 
basic ideas on how to be involved with international students.

W E B S I T E S  F O R  N A T I O N A L  O R G A N I Z A T I O N S  
W O R K I N G  W I T H  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S T U D E N T S

Bridges International   www.bridgesinternational.com

International Students Inc.  www.isionline.org 

Intervarsity Christian Fellowship   www.intervaristy.org/ism

Institute of International Education www.iie.org 

Association of Christians Ministering among Internationals www.acmi.org   
(This is a good organization for some team members to join.)

Baptist ISM Network 
www.welcomingthenations.com
(The national site for Baptist collegiate ministry with ideas on how to get 
involved with international students.)

C R O S S - C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

Foreign to Familiar, Sarah Lanier, (Hagerstown: McDougal, 2000). An 
easy to read primer on the differences culture makes on topics relating to 
time, communication, privacy, etc. Highly recommended for volunteers.

Cross-Cultural Connections, by Duane Elmer, (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 
Press, 2002). Another great resource on cross-cultural communication 
but more in-depth than Foreign to Familiar.

Cross-Cultural Servanthood, by Duane Elmer, (Downers Grove: Inter 
Varsity Press, 2006). A book written for missionaries going into cross-
culture situations, but also works well here. A good step-by-step process 
for serving others.
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Cross-Cultural Conflict, by Duane Elmer, (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity 
Press 1993). This book helps one think about cultural issues that need to 
be understood to resolve conflict.

A Beginner’s Guide to Crossing Cultures, Patty Lane, (Downers Grove: 
IVP Press, 2002). More advanced by Foreign to Familiar and has great 
questionnaires and charts that help people see the differences they 
have with others. Recommended for those who want to go deeper in their 
knowledge of how culture affects us.

Ministering Cross-Culturally, Sherwood Lingenfelter and Marvin Mayers, 
(Grand Rapids: Baker House, 1986). Helps one understand the difficulties 
in truly incarnating the gospel for another culture.

C O N V E R S A T I O N  A S  W I T N E S S

Finding Common Ground, by Tim Downs. (Chicago: Moody Press, 1999). This 
book explores finding common ground with those who do not agree with us.

Conversational Evangelism, by Norman and David Geisler (Eugene: 
Harvest House, 2009). This books looks at pre-evangelism in a 
postmodern world.

Questioning Evangelism, by Randy Newman, (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 
2004). This book looks at asking questions to help further dialogue about 
the gospel.

L A N G U A G E  R E S O U R C E S

Multilanguage Media  www.multilanguage.com  
(various Bible and other gospel books in many languages)

Ambassadors for Christ  www.afcinc.org  
(Resources for Chinese readers)

B I B L E  S T U D Y  A N D  D I S C I P L E S H I P 

The Hope DVD, http://www.thehopeproject.com/en  
A DVD that covers 12 basic stories from the Bible. It is available in 11 
languages. Study guides are also available for a free download.
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Christianity Explored, by Tico Rice (Waynesboro, GA: Authentic Media: 
2004). This is a study of Mark divided into eight chapters. It may need to 
be adapted for those who do not like inductive Bible studies. 

Passport to the Bible: An Explorer’s Guide, Fred Wagner, Ed. (Downers 
Grove: Intervarsity Press, 1999). This is a longer study of 24 passages 
from the Bible. It may work well with those who have a longer time frame. 
It is for those who want to explore the Bible.

Multiply, by Francis Chan (Colorado Springs: David C. Cook, 2012). This 
book is good for volunteers to think about discipleship in a new way. It 
would be a good read for team members.

T4T: A Discipleship Revolution, by Steve Smith and Ying Kai (Monument 
CO: Wigtake Resources, 2011). This discipleship approach teaches 
through stories and then asks students to share the stories with others 
before the next meeting. Can be adapted for believers and non-believers.

Discipleshift, Jim Putman and Bobby Harrington (Grand Rapids:  
Zondervan, 2013).

Making Disciples Across Cultures, Charles A. Davis (Downers Grove, IL: 
Intervarsity Press, 2015).

A P O L O G E T I C S  F O R  V O L U N T E E R S

New Dictionary of Apologetics, Gavin McGrath, ed. (Downers Grove: Inter 
Varsity Press, 2006).

The Case for Christ, by Lee Strobel, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013).

Mere Christianity, by C.S. Lewis 

Tactics, by Gregory Koukl, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009).

The Reason for God, by Tim Keller (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010).

S H A R I N G  C H R I S T I A N I T Y  W I T H  S T U D E N T S  O F  F A I T H

These are great books to help with backgrounds and beliefs of specific religions.

Sharing Your Faith with a Buddhist, by Madasamy Thirumalai (Bethany 
House, 2003).
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Sharing Your Faith with a Hindu, by Madasamy Thirumalai (Bethany 
House, 2002)

Sharing Your Faith with a Muslim, by Abdul-Haqq (Bethany House, 1980)

Understanding World Religions, by George Braswell, Jr. (Broadman and 
Holman Publishers: 2006)

D I F F E R E N T  V I E W S  O F  E V O L U T I O N

Three Views on Creation and Evolution, Mark Reynolds, ed.   
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999).

The Fourth Day, Howard J. Van Till, (Grand Rapids:  William B.  
Eerdmans, 1986).

The Design Revolution, William A. Dembski, (Downers Grove:  Intervarsity 
Press, 2004).

The Language of God:  A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief, Francis 
Collins, (NY:  Free Press, 2006).

M A T E R I A L S  T O  U S E  W I T H  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S T U D E N T S

A Look Inside America by Bill Perry, (Ephrata, PA: Multi-language Media, 
2000). This book explores American holidays from a Christian viewpoint. 
Students really enjoy reading about holidays that do not know about.

The Jesus Film DVD, www.allnationsdvds.com (The words of Luke in a 
movie format.)

Watch The Jesus Film online www.jesusfilm.org 

A New Testament or Bible (English or an appropriate language for  
the student)

Knowing the Bible 101, by Bruce Bickel and Stan Jantz, (Eugene:  
Harvest House Publishers, 2003) A basic outline of the Bible and how  
it fits together.
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C O N F E R E N C E S  F O R  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S T U D E N T S  
A N D  C H R I S T I A N  V O L U N T E E R S

American Christians Ministering Among Internationals (ACMI is for 
Christian volunteers)  

Japanese Equipper Conference (sponsored by Intervarsity  
Christian Fellowship)

Urbana Conference (sponsored by Intervarsity Christian Fellowship  
every three years)

Reaching Japanese for Christ Network Conference

INK (Internationals for God’s Kingdom) 

Rethinking Forum Conference (for those ministering to Indian students)
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APPENDIX C 
W A Y S  T O  C O N N E C T  W I T H 
I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S T U D E N T S 

• Airport pick up

• Welcome party

• English conversation nights 

• Labor Day cookout

• Fall events, such as rafting trip, hay ride,  
fall hikes

• Trip to the county fair

• Thanksgiving banquet

• Thanksgiving meals with friendship families

• Christmas party

• Spring break trips

• Easter weekend events

• Graduation parties

• Summer cookouts

APPENDIX D 
H O L I D A Y  E V E N T S
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APPENDIX D 
H O L I D A Y  E V E N T S

The church calendar offers up many holidays that center on some aspect 
of Christianity. These holidays also have cultural impact on the United 
States and are good bridges to talk about Christ. Here are the big five: 
Halloween/All Saints Day, Christmas, St. Valentine’s Day, St. Patrick’s 
Day and Easter. Thanksgiving is also included though it is not a church 
holiday. Bill Perry’s book, A Look inside America can also be used to help 
students understand more about these holidays. Please understand that 
different cultures will respond to these holiday topics differently.

H A L L O W E E N

Though Halloween may have a negative aspect, it is certainly a holiday 
that is celebrated in the United States.  Many students, especially from 
East Asia or other non-European countries, will not be familiar with it. 
However, this holiday will allow students to explore concepts of fear, 
superstition, retribution and life after death. All Saints Day will also allow 
for conversation about what is a saint, goodness and remembering those 
who have died.

T H A N K S G I V I N G

Thanksgiving allows one to talk about giving thanks to God, American 
history and family traditions. It is also a time of sharing food. Let’s not 
forget that Native Americans shared food with the pilgrims. It was an 
international gathering. Churches may want to host a Thanksgiving 
banquet to invite students. Others may want to invite small groups to 
volunteers’ homes.

C H R I S T M A S

What a great holiday to share with students. Talk about a God-send!! This 
is a perfect holiday topic, but one will also need to compare and contrast 
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the secular non-Christian part of it as well. This is a great time to open 
one’s home leading up to Christmas to share food, songs and traditions.   

S T .  V A L E N T I N E ’ S  D A Y

Though thought of as a day for romance, St. Valentine’s Day also allows 
one to talk about faith, martyrdom and God’s love, which is not fickle like 
romantic love. It can also be a good time to talk about the Christian idea 
of marriage. Throw in some chocolate and expect a crowd.

S T .  P A T R I C K ’ S  D A Y

While centered around the color green and having a good time, St. 
Patrick’s Day can be used to talk about immigration to the United States, 
diversity of people groups and the story of forgiveness as St. Patrick went 
back to those who enslaved him to spread the gospel.  

E A S T E R

Easter will not be well-known to many students as well. The entirety of 
Holy Week can be talked about. Making hot cross buns, coloring eggs and 
other activities can be used to help children be involved, but many adult 
students will also find it fun.
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APPENDIX E 
S A M P L E  S T A T E M E N T 

O F  F A I T H

A S S O C I A T I O N  O F  C H R I S T I A N  M I N I S T E R I N G  A M O N G 

I N T E R N A T I O N A L S  ( A C M I )  S T A T E M E N T  O F  F A I T H 1

We believe in one God who exists in three persons: Father, Son and  
Holy Spirit. 

We believe that the Bible is God’s only inspired written revelation to mankind, 
and that it is completely trustworthy in all matters of faith and practice.  

We believe that God created man without sin, that by man’s own choice 
he sinned and broke fellowship with God, bringing upon himself a nature 
deserving of death.

We believe that Christ was born of a virgin, that He died for our sins and 
that He rose from the dead to provide eternal life to all who trust Him as 
Lord and Savior. 

We believe that salvation is available by God’s grace through faith, and 
that the Holy Spirit is active in regeneration and in transforming the 
believer into the image of Christ. 

We believe in the Church as the body of Christ, whose members are 
dedicated to fellowship and proclamation of the gospel. 

We believe in the personal return of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

In the love of God and in obedience to Christ’s command, we desire to 
love the stranger in our midst and make known the Good News of Jesus 
Christ to persons of all nations.
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APPENDIX F A C M I  G U I D E L I N E S 

G U I D E L I N E S  F O R  M E M B E R S 1

Relationships with Internationals

ACMI members shall respect the dignity of individuals and be sensitive 
to their needs as internationals. Members will refer special problems of 
international students to the appropriate campus officials. 

Members shall be forthright in the publication of any program intended for 
internationals. An accurate description of the purposes of any program of activity 
shall be included.  Events which are publicized to be only social shall be just that, 
whereas events with religious content shall be clearly identified as such.  

When members share their faith with internationals, there shall be no coercion 
to change their religious beliefs. Members are expected to conduct themselves 
in accordance with the ethical standard outlined in the 1993 NAFSA/
Association of International Educators Code of Ethics, particularly section 10:

Members with responsibilities in community organizations working with 
foreign students and scholars shall:  

a. Make certain that organizations providing programs for foreign 
students and scholars have a clear statement of purpose and 
responsibility, so that all parties can know what is expected of them.

b. Accurately portray their services and programs, making clear the 
identity, the intent, and the nature of the sponsoring organization of each 
particular event or service. 

c. Provide appropriate opportunities to observe and to join in mutual 
inquiry into cultural differences.  

d. Provide adequate orientation for volunteers and participants in 
community programs so that they may understand each other and 
may interact constructively. The organization should make clear that 
surreptitious, deceptive, or coercive proselytizing is unacceptable.

APPENDIX G 
A  M I N I S T R Y  T I M E L I N E
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APPENDIX G 
A  M I N I S T R Y  T I M E L I N E

D U R I N G  T H E  S U M M E R

Begin praying about ministering to international students.

Ask a small group to begin praying for you as a missionary to  
international students.

Prayer walk your local campus asking God to open doors to reach 
international students.

Check the website of the local campus and find out information about  
the type of students.

Begin reading Foreign to Familiar and one of the Sharing Your Faith books.

If your local campus has a host or friendship family program, fill out an 
application and submit it.

Find out if any of the American college students from your church would 
like to assist you.

Ask the local college if they need help picking up students from the 
airport or to go shopping.

Interview someone who is a Christian from another country or missionary 
to another country.

Watch a film in another language. 

D U R I N G  T H E  F A L L

Pick up your student from the airport if possible.

Invite your host student to supper one night or lunch one afternoon.
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Invite your host student to a cultural event, such as a Labor Day cookout, 
fall festival, or Thanksgiving meal.

Pray for God to help you share the gospel with your student at an 
appropriate time.

Invite your host student to a Christmas party, or plan a Christmas party 
with other host families from your church and their students.

Evaluate your experience during the Christmas break. 

D U R I N G  T H E  S P R I N G

If you have not seen your student during Christmas break, invite him or 
her over to catch up on what he or she did during the break.

Continue meeting each month and follow up when possible with emails, 
texts and phone calls.

Pray for the heart of your student friend to be open to the gospel and a 
possible Bible study.

Plan a spring outing of some sort and invite your student.

At the end of the semester, plan a goodbye party for your student inviting 
students who are leaving as well.

Make sure to get contact information before he or she leaves, so you can 
talk by Skype or email in the future.

Continue to keep in touch with your friend, and pray for God to continue to 
open his or her eyes to the gospel.
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