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1. Sending/Returning Home 
‘Going Home’. For most of us, the very words make us think of belonging, of a place where 
we are accepted and life makes sense. Yet, for those who have spent some time in a foreign 
culture, as our international friends have done, going home can feel very different from 
that. Why is that? What happens when someone spends time in a different culture and then 
goes home? And how is going home for those who have become Christians while in a 
different culture?  
 
In this chapter we will first seek to understand the experience of returning home, and also 
look in more depth at the whole area of church difference, before asking what we can do to 
help our international friends make that transition and be strong disciples of Jesus Christ 
back home. 

 
Reverse Culture Shock 
We are all familiar with the idea of culture shock,1 that sense of disorientation on entering a 
new culture. But it took a while longer to realise that the whole process happens in reverse 
on returning home. Reverse culture shock2 is just as real and can be more painful, not least 
because it’s often unexpected. How do returnees describe this process? 

I didn’t think that far. 
It took 6 months at least to adjust. I cried a lot. 

My heart was divided into two now, and I realised that being away made me lose this sense 
of belonging to just one place. 

There are two different programmes in me. 
I had no idea it would take me so long to settle back into my home country and I still don’t 

feel I really belong even after being back home for eighteen months.3 
 

Why is it that this process is so hard for so many? In the first weeks and months of arrival in 
a new country, we can all experience loneliness and homesickness, missing people, customs 
and all that is familiar. The individualism and love of ‘personal space’ in the West can make 
that worse for our international friends. But over time, often unconsciously, we adapt, we 

                                                             
1 The term ‘culture shock’ was first coined in 1954 by a Finnish anthropologist, Kalervo Orberg (1901-1973) 
2 Gullahorn & Gullahorn 1963 
3 All quotations are from students who have studied overseas and returned home 



make new friends and embrace new customs and experiences. The individualism and 
personal space that were experienced as loneliness in early days, are now appreciated as 
independence. The ‘independent study’ that felt so alien initially, is now valued against the 
need to conform and achieve harmony back home. These experiences filter down to our 
preferences and values. Little by little we change! 
 
And of course back home life doesn’t remain static. There may well be changes in family as 
siblings marry or have children, friends move away and start new lives, plus there could be 
major political changes in the country of origin. These experiences depend on how long a 
returning student has been away from home, how different the two cultures are and other 
factors such as adaptability, family situation etc. Generally, it’s said that for every year away 
from home it will feel like two on return as both the returnee and the home situation will 
have experienced a year of change. All of this contributes to reverse culture shock. Going 
home can be a very uncomfortable transition. 
 
Returning Home a Christian   
If in addition to all the above, our international friend has adopted a new faith while abroad, 
then there is a double transition to make. What will it mean to be a Christian back home? 
What does it mean to be a Christian in Thailand, where to be Thai is to be Buddhist, or in 
Iran where to be Iranian is to be a Muslim? What does a decision taken alone in a foreign 
country mean back home, where decisions are taken corporately and for the good of the 
family and community? All these factors raise huge questions of identity. Who am I now? 
Where do I belong? Am I still Thai or Iranian or…? Or do I now have a dual identity? All this is 
experienced alongside various pressures from within family and society.  
 

1. Family 
Every family is unique and we need to guard against generalisations. Yet it’s true too that 
the way the family operates often reflects the values and beliefs of its culture and society. 
Many cultures (especially in Africa, Asia and the Middle East) have far more of a corporate 
view of life then we do in the West and a strong sense of respect for and submission to 
elders. Extended families can live together or certainly make decisions together. Those 
decisions will often be made on what is perceived as best for the son or daughter returned 
from abroad and what will bring honour to the family. So it will be important to get the best 
job possible which will bring both a good income and prestige. Sending a son or daughter to 
study abroad can mean great financial sacrifice from parents and grandparents and it will be 
important they ‘repay’ that, not least so that in time they will be able to provide for their 
parents.  
 
Another important decision to make once the son or daughter has returned home will be 
who will they marry? In fact those conversations may well be happening while the student is 
abroad. Marriage in many cultures is not an individual decision. Indeed for some the 
individuals have little or no say in the choice of marriage partner. It’s important for those of 
us in the West to see our own prejudice in this area. Many arranged marriages work well 



and can be more long-lasting that those decided by two individuals on the sole basis of 
feelings! Plus many ‘arranged marriages’ today are joint decisions where the family gives 
guidance and suggestions but listens to the individuals’ preferences. However the amount 
of consultation varies and it is unlikely that a non-Christian family will give much weight to 
the argument that their son or daughter wants to marry a Christian. Indeed they may 
actively oppose that.  
Once married, there can also be conflict when living as marrieds with in-laws and raising 
children. How is our returnee new Christian friend to deal with all this? How will they 
express their new values and priorities while continuing to show respect and honour for 
their parents as part of their witness? 
 

2. Work 
A good job will be high on the priority list of our returnee friend’s family and probably too 
their own agenda. And it may not be too easy to find one. Many countries are experiencing 
economic difficulties and as more internationals study abroad that coveted foreign degree 
may not count for as much as hoped. So the pressure will be on to compete in a sometimes 
tough job market. And the best jobs sometimes come at a price! Very often loyalty to the 
company may involve working long hours and conformity to company practice. That may 
range from pressure to be involved in dishonest practice to lots of evening and weekend 
work.  Work/life balance is largely a Western concept! How will this pressure, long hours 
and inevitable exhaustion help our returnee friend to prioritise church attendance and 
involvement? 
 

3. Religious Practices 

Western individualism often means we can be quite comfortable with ‘private faith’ as 
experienced and practised by the individual. This is not so in many countries.  In countries 
with a majority religion, conformity to that religion is very much part of one’s identity. Even 
where there may be several religious affiliations in a country, there may well be family 
practices which operate at the level of folk religion. Many revolve around practices to do 
with the dead, whether it’s praying to the dead or a range of rituals associated with 
ancestor practices.4 How well equipped will our returnee friend be to navigate all this? What 
will they communicate if they refuse any involvement? How will parents who believe it’s 
important to honour ancestors feel about their own futures if their children no longer want 
to be involved in such practices?  

There are also students who will say they or their culture are not religious but find on 
returning home that their 'normal’ cultural practices and festivals contain spiritual elements 
which conflict with Biblical teaching. Examples might be Shinto festivals or worship of the 

                                                             
4 These practices vary from country to country but usually involve an understanding that the living can affect 
the afterlife of dead relatives who in turn, if well treated, can help the living family. It’s a reciprocal 
arrangement which is dependent on certain rituals after death and at annual festivals. 



prosperity god in the workplace. In such cases our returnee friends will also need to 
remember the principles of honouring God first.  

Hopefully by now we see that all of the above has huge discipleship implications for our 
returnee friends.  
 
 
 

2. Local church culture vs European church culture OR The challenges of 
settling into a church back home 

Every church is different! In any city blessed with a few churches we may find large or small 
churches (and anything in-between); churches which are more formal and others which are 
more informal; those which are more Charismatic and those which are more Conservative.   
In fact we may find a church in another country which feels more like ours than another one 
in our own city. At the same time churches often tend to take on some of the culture 
around them and so there will be cultural differences too.  
 
It is quite possible that our returnee international friend will only have experienced church 
abroad and never in their own country. It is also possible that they have only experienced 
one church i.e. the one that welcomed them, taught them about Christ and where they 
started their Christian journey. By definition that is likely to be an outward looking, 
welcoming church. Once home, it will be very important for our returnee friend to connect 
with and become involved in a local group of believers. But how will it be going home and 
fitting into a new church? And what happens when church life feels very different from how 
it was experienced in Europe? Let’s suggest a few challenges: 
 

• There may not be an evangelical church in the returnee’s home city, town or village. 
Meeting with believers may involve a lot of travel 

• For some (e.g. from many Muslim countries) it will be positively dangerous to meet 
openly with other believers. These friends need special help and counsel  

• In countries where persecution is the norm, some church leaders can be suspicious 
of ‘new’ people which can communicate as being non-welcoming and unfriendly. In 
other places too, churches 'back home' might not be as welcoming of newcomers as 
one might expect because, for example, of doubt about genuine faith, suspicion 
about baptism (see Section 3: 12 below)  

• In some Catholic and Orthodox countries the evangelical Church may be very much 
in the minority (e.g. 0.1% of the population in Greece). As such it may be viewed as a 
sect which in turn can lead to all sorts of fear of outreaching to others and again a 
suspicion of newcomers 

• By contrast there may be rather a bewildering choice of churches.  How should our 
returnee friend choose? 



• There will almost certainly be differences of style in worship and teaching. Some 
overseas churches still use old hymns (translated from English) while our returnee 
friend may be more used to contemporary worship music. The teaching may be 
more topical than expositional or vice versa 

• Views of leadership may differ greatly. The informality of calling a pastor by their 
first name and feeling free to ask questions may be replaced by a much more formal, 
hierarchical structure where listening rather than discussion is valued 

• Language will change. And surely that will be helpful? It must be easier to read the 
Bible in one’s own language? Well maybe but maybe not. Some churches still use old 
versions of the Bible with a language which is not familiar. And Christian terms may 
never have been learnt in the mother tongue. In brief, our returnee’s Christian heart 
language will be the one in which they came to faith. Hear what some returnees who 
came to faith in the UK wrote: 
It is strange for me to read the Bible in Chinese. My mind has somehow preferred to 

do it in English. 
I like to sing in English. When I sing a praise song in Korean, I feel strange. English 

songs are more familiar; the words are more personal like my story 
 
There is also the issue of connecting and belonging. The likelihood is that our international 
friend first came to church in Europe because they wanted to make friends, learn the 
language and understand something of the culture. And over time they began to belong. 
That process takes time. Back home there will not be the same felt needs for belonging and 
understanding. At the same time there will be many pressures as already mentioned such as 
finding a job, re-adapting to family etc. etc. Finding and settling in a church can slip down 
the list of priorities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Staying faithful, strong discipleship 
All of the above factors go some way to explaining the depressing statistics of those who fall 
away from apparent professions of faith while studying overseas. But at this point let’s 
pause and remind ourselves of two very important truths:  

1. However many challenges there may be for our returnee friend, there are also huge 
opportunities. International Student Ministry is exciting and rewarding for many 
reasons, but surely its greatest joy is in sending home new believers who in turn can 
influence family, friends, work colleagues and indeed communities for Christ. 

2. God is far more committed to our returnee friend than we are! He is the one who 
brought our international friend to Christ and who through His Holy Spirit can keep, 
lead and guide through the many challenges that await them. 

 
So what is our role and responsibility? We can’t change or influence situations in the home 
country, but what we can do is prepare our returnee friends in the most informed and 
helpful ways. Our role is discipleship for return! But what does that look like? Let me 
suggest some important pointers: 

1. Remember that every international student we meet is a potential returnee! That’s 
not likely to be our first thought on meeting but we need to adopt a Think Home 
mindset! If we study Jesus’ encounters with people we can see he began discipling 
them on first meeting. As we get to know our international friend, we should be 
asking ourselves some important questions: 

• What is the situation in their home country? 
• As a Christian would they encounter persecution or freedom of religion? 
• Are they returning to a conformist or individualist society? 
• What religious practices are common in their society? 

  
2.  Find out all you can about your friend’s family. Maybe connect with them through 

Skype or send greetings. If any family visit do your best to meet them and spend 
some time with them. It’s important that your friend’s family get to know you as a 
‘normal’ person who relates well to their son or daughter and is a positive influence. 
Help your friend think through how to share their experience of Christianity with 
their family and friends.  
 

3. In your sharing of the Gospel, where are the bridges into your friend’s culture? 
Which aspects of the Gospel will most resonate with your friend? For example, do 



they come from an honour and shame culture?5  Will the idea of Jesus making merit 
for us carry more weight than talking about Jesus carrying our sin? Do as much as 
you can to ensure that the Gospel makes sense to your friend in their cultural 
background, i.e. that it’s not just a Western religion.  
 

4. Form a relationship and model the Christian life. Discipleship must include studying 
the Bible together but it’s not just about Bible Study. Jesus walked and talked with 
His disciples about all they encountered. What does it mean for you to make Jesus 
Lord in your career, your family and your choices? Model what it means to follow 
Christ in the ups and the downs of life. That means sharing struggles as well as joys 
and victories. 
 

5. Think about what discipleship topics will be important for your friend. As well as 
many generic areas such as Bible reading, prayer, fellowship, witnessing, giving etc., 
what will be the particular challenges for your returnee friend?  Do they need to 
understand the Biblical extent and the limits of honouring parents? Does the Bible 
have anything to say about arranged marriage? Or practices for the dead? 6 In short, 
will this Gospel you are sharing work back home? 
 

6. Prepare your international friend to be able to read the Bible for themselves.  There 
are lots of good courses available and they can have a definite place in discipleship. 
But if our international friend goes home dependent on courses and their teacher 
what will happen when those are no longer there? As far as possible we need to pass 
on good Bible Handling Skills so that our friend can feed themselves from the 
Scriptures.   Teach them good habits of Bible Study and prayer now. Life is likely to 
be much busier and more pressurised back home than as a student in England. So if 
they don’t adopt good habits now it will be much harder back home. 

 
7. Help your international friend to use their native language in Bible Study and 

prayer. Do they have a Bible in their own language or maybe a bilingual translation? 
Are there other Christians from their country nearby who meet to study the Bible or 
worship together? Your friend may be resistant to this idea, wanting to use English 
as much as possible. But do persevere as this is an important part of returnee 
preparation. 
 

8. Teach a theology of suffering. While we want to share and model the joys of the 
Christian life, we shouldn’t try to shield our international student friend from the 
challenges. They may encounter direct persecution, family opposition or just 
misunderstanding and pressure. If it comes as a total surprise it may be all too easy 
to give up on their new found faith.   

                                                             
5 See CH ??? Or The 3D Gospel: Ministry in Guilt, Shame and Fear Cultures, Jayson Georges, or Honour and 
Shame: Unlocking the door, Roland Muller 
6 The ID Course produced by Friends International covers some of these topics. 



 
Discipling for Church  

9. Teach a Biblical view of church. In your teaching and modelling emphasise the 
importance of affiliation to a local group of believers wherever possible.  Lone 
Christians soon grow cold and drift away from the faith. Part of this is ensuring that 
your friend doesn’t grow too dependent on you. While close friendships are 
important, we also all need to learn how to live as part of a Christian community 
with all its mixture of personalities and frustrations! 
 

10. Help your international friend to learn to serve. Many churches which are 
welcoming to international students care for them well with hospitality, free Sunday 
lunches, trips out etc. Unfortunately that is unlikely to happen back home. Our 
international friend needs to return home not as an honoured guest but as a servant 
of Christ! Even if the welcome isn’t the warmest, it's worth persevering as the 
Christian life was not intended to be individualistic. 
 

11. Prepare your international friend for church differences.  Of course we don’t want 
to encourage ‘church hopping’ (frequent moving from one church to another) but 
we do want them to understand and appreciate the range of styles and different 
emphases in churches. So maybe take them along occasionally to a totally different 
sort of church to yours, including as in 7 above one in their own language. Your 
friend may well prefer to go to your ‘foreign’ church but do all you can to convince 
them of the merits of getting used now to the style and language of church back 
home. And then discuss with them what things are central and what are secondary.  
 
In assessing any practice, it is always good to stop and ask ourselves whether it is 
Biblical or cultural –or a personal preference! Help your international friend to 
become discerning and accepting of non-essential difference. Especially help them to 
guard against making comparisons in a critical way. 
I just couldn’t stop comparing the way things were done with the way things were in 
my UK church. I scrutinised everything - the songs we sang, the plays we produced, 
the sermons, the courses, the church’s vision and passion, the people, their faith, 
knowledge and desire for God, everything… I ended up a very drained and critical 

person.          On returning to Malaysia 
 

12. Think carefully about baptism. Once your friend comes to faith you will probably be 
keen to see them declare that publicly in baptism. There’s no doubt that baptism 
confirms a new faith and is an important step of witness, and of course it will be very 
encouraging for you and your church family to witness their baptism. However there 
may be good reasons to delay that until the student returns home. There is no one-
size-fits-all answer to this. Questions to think about are: How much longer will my 
international student friend be here? How important will it be for them to be 
baptised before their family and friends back home? Do they yet have a church back 



home? And also how does the church back home view baptism? Some are suspicious 
of overseas baptisms considering that we don’t do enough to prepare people for the 
home context. 
 
For further insight and help in preparing international students for church back 
home, see the following resource. Although written primarily to compare the British 
context with East Asian ones, it can be adapted to fit your context:  
https://friendsinternational.uk/resources/downloadable-resources/returning-
home/402-re-entry-challenges-church-case-studies 

 
And finally  

13. Send them home with a vision! They are ambassadors of Christ to their family, their 
friends, their workplace and society. There is no higher calling and the opportunities 
are massive! Unpack Colossians 4: 5-6 with them. What will this look like back home?  
 
Can you help them see the link between being sent home with a vision, being a 
witness and having a purpose as a Christian with their DISTINCT NATIONALITY AND 
CULTURE. If students can understand that they are going home with a unique, God-
given mission to their own people, they will understand that they need to live and 
serve alongside co-national Christians in order to fulfil that, so church is not an 
optional extra. 

 
14.   Remind them constantly that they are not alone. The Holy Spirit is with them and 

as they put Christ first in their lives and submit to His Lordship, He will guide and 
keep them. 

 
15. Pray for them. Your role doesn’t end when they get on the plane home. Continue to 

remember them before God and ask others to pray for them too. 
 

16. Stay in touch. We have countless ways of doing that now through modern 
technology and social media. But N.B. care must be shown in communicating with 
returnees in ‘closed countries’.7 Even better if possible go and visit your friend in 
their own country. Not only will a ‘returnee visit’ mean so much to your friend, you 
will learn so much yourself and come back better equipped to prepare other 
returnees! 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
7 A closed country is one where there is not freedom of religion and where communication may be scrutinised 
by the authorities. Contact Friends International for Guidelines  



 
 
 
 

 
4. Establishing Connections with IFES, local churches 

I hope enough has been said to show the importance of connecting our international friend 
with believers back home. So how do we do that? Firstly some important points: 
 

• Start early. Ideally a couple of months before return. As soon as you know when and 
where your friend will return, start making enquiries. Depending where your friend is 
going it can take time to establish a link. 

• Communicate clearly with the link. The following information will be helpful: 
o Has your friend made a profession of faith or are they a serious seeker?  
o Gender (not all names clearly identify gender) 
o Age 
o When returning home 
o Where returning to, including which area/district if this is a large city 
o Church background/experience 
o Baptised or not 
o Contact details especially mobile phone or, for China, WeChat numbers 

• Ideally seek an individual contact. It takes an enormous amount of courage to walk 
into a new church alone especially if that is the first time in the home country. Plus 
we don’t know what sort of welcome they will receive once there. Is there someone 
who can make contact with your returnee friend and meet with them and introduce 
them to the church?  
The ideal is a ‘Barnabas’. Read Acts 4:36-37; 9: 26-30; 11: 22-26 and ask yourself:  
What sort of character was Barnabas and what did he do to introduce Paul into the 
local church? 

• Be prepared for changes. Your international friend may well return to their home 
city and then within a few months move to another for work. It may feel frustrating 
to start again but connection to local believers is vitally important. 

•  Keep in touch yourself. Remember that however well the returnee fits in back 
home, you will probably be their most important Christian friend for a year or two 
after their return.  And persevere! Sometimes you might not hear from your 
returnee friend as soon or as frequently as you hoped. This could be for a number of 
reasons, for example the pressure of readjustment, some shame/guilt that they 
haven’t attended church or contacted your link person etc., concern that their use of 
your language is not as good as it was. Little and often may be better than a long 
email infrequently. 
 

Finding the Link.  



There is no super database with all the good churches and individual contacts around the 
world. And if there were it would be out of date tomorrow as situations change, contacts 
move on etc. There are established networks and channels of follow up links for some areas 
of the world while for others it means an individual journey of investigation.  
To begin with we suggest: 

• Contacting the local IFES movement (see www.ifesworld.org) 
• ISM ministry in Europe via http://www.ism-ifeseurope.org/ism-near-me/ 
• Email: info@friendsinternational.uk 
• Email ISM Co-ordinator for Europe:  francina.depater@ifeseurope.org 

 
 
In Conclusion 
Jesus never asked us to make converts but disciples. In view of this we may have to re-think 
some aspects of how we do international student ministry. Our job has to be much bigger 
than welcoming international students and giving them an opportunity to understand the 
Christian faith, vital though those things are. Nor is our work done when a student makes a 
profession of faith, even if we ensure that we have discipled them in the (Western?) basics 
of faith. The following table highlights two very different approaches to international 
student ministry: 
 

THE SECOND MILE PRINCIPLE8 
 

The 1st Mile The 2nd Mile 
Welcoming students to the host country  Preparing students to have an impact back 

home 
Meeting their current felt needs  Meeting their not-yet-felt future needs 
Hospitality focus  Discipleship and missional focus  
Broad – includes everyone  Narrow – new Christians and serious seekers 

only  
Emphasis on adjusting to life in the host 
country  

Emphasis on finding God’s vision for 
discipleship and mission back home 

Europe is the destination  Europe is the training ground; home is the 
destination 

Discipleship (unconsciously) teaches students 
how to become European Christians  

Discipleship (consciously) teaches students how 
to become indigenous Christians in their own 
cultures 

 
 
If we are to take discipleship seriously, we need to Think Home from the beginning. Our 
discipleship should take account of returnee issues and be intentional and persevering.  The 
challenges of the issues in this article may also impact how we decide our priorities. Perhaps 
we all need to re-examine how we spend our time. Meeting lots of international students 
may make us feel as if we’re doing a good job, it may also impress our supporters and those 
who are praying for us. But maybe discipleship demands that we spend more time with less 
                                                             
8 Stuart Bullington as quoted in Insight Issue 11, Winter 2013/14: Walking the Second Mile with International 
Students’, P2. Used with permission. 



people? Is this not the model of Jesus? The most loving thing we can do for our international 
student friend and the most effective way to build the kingdom of God though our international 
students is to Think Home!  My prayer is that this resource will start many of us on that 
journey. 
 
And finally, a prayer for our returnee friends: 
 
So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up 

in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness. 
Colossians 2: 6-7 

 


