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Re-entry Challenges - Church Case Studies
Purpose
For discussion among Christians in British churches who teach, disciple
or mentor East Asian students who will return home.
East Asian students returning to churches back home often encounter
different practices and perspectives from what they have come to
appreciate in the UK. The following case studies seek to raise
awareness of some common differences, and the background notes to
explain some of the reasons behind them. Understanding these things
can help us avoid producing “British Christians” who will be unable to
settle into churches in their home countries.
How to use this resource
• The case studies work best in group discussion, especially if the
group is multi-cultural.
• Intended groups: Globe Café teams, church staff teams or student
ministry teams, Friends International clusters…
• You might also be able to discuss it with students, but the questions
will need adapting.
• The discussions work best if you allow people to engage with the
case study before giving out the background notes.
• Each case study raises several knotty issues, so it’s likely you’ll only
get through one in a single (30-45min) session.
Key lessons
• Church practices in other countries/cultures can sometimes appear
inexplicable or unbiblical, but they often make sense within their
cultural context and are genuine endeavours on the part of local
believers to be faithful to Scripture. We need to hear the best defense
for these perspectives/practices before judging them.
•

Where we come to the conclusion that some teaching or practice in
a foreign church is wrong, humility and wisdom are required as we
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consider what and how to teach international students who will return
to such churches. We need to consider not just the specific issue,
but the returnee’s relationship and attitude to his local church.
•

Teaching international students the tools to humbly discern biblical
from unbiblical teaching and practice, and what the non-negotiables
are, is very important.

•

Lessons we hope to impart to international students regarding the
local church include:
➢ not being consumers when it comes to church
➢ not looking back on UK church life with rose-tinted
spectacles, thinking its teaching and practices are
automatically right/perfect
➢ the value of learning to build one another up in the truth
(e.g., supporting one another in prayer triplets) so that even
if people end up in a less than ideal church, they can still
take some initiative in forming supportive relationships
centred on a ministry of word and prayer
➢ the importance of settling in one local church rather than
flitting between several

Disclaimer
• This resource runs the risk of propagating overgeneralisations. We
are sorry about that and are not claiming that any of these
perspectives or situations are universal, only that they are common
enough to merit awareness and consideration.
•

It does not seek to give the “right biblical answer” to each question,
and fully expects that different groups will come to slightly different
conclusions, having weighed up the contexts and earnestly sought
the answers from Scripture.

(For background/cultural notes to each case study, see
https://friendsinternational.uk/resources/downloadable-resources/returning-home)
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Case Study 1: Baptism and Honouring Parents
Mei Li was a regular at International Café for the year she studied in
the UK. In her final semester, she attended a Christianity Explored
course and then started to eagerly read the bible 1-1 with you. Mei Li
professed faith in Jesus a month before going home to Taiwan. You
encourage her to get baptised before leaving the UK, but there wasn’t
time in the end; she would do it in Taiwan.
3 weeks after her return home, you Skype her to see how she has
been doing:
Mei Li found a church fairly quickly. One of her best friends is a
Christian and was overjoyed that she’d come to faith. Mei Li went to
church with her. When she spoke to the church leaders about baptism,
her pastor interviewed her and told her she wasn’t ready. She needed
to go through a 10-week baptism class, which would only start in 2
months’ time. She was also encouraged to seek her parents’ blessing
for her baptism, and when she brought the subject up with them, it
caused an uproar. They forbade her to get baptised. Her church friends
have promised to pray that God would change her parents’ hearts, so
hopefully her baptism won’t be delayed too long. One sister shared that
it took her 2 years to get her parents’ blessing, but God eventually
brought them round. Another friend shared that she didn’t go to church
for 5 years as a teenager because her parents disapproved. They
encouraged Mei Li to be patient.
The other big issue on Mei Li’s mind is her choice of job. She had
trained as an accountant, even getting a masters in accountancy in the
UK, but her real passion is music. She has just been offered an
accountancy job in a big firm, but she’d love to teach music to children
as a freelancer instead and thus have time to pursue a performance
career. Her parents are vehemently in favour of her accepting the
accountancy job so that she can help pay for her younger brother’s
university degree. And her church friends all seem united in advising
her to honour her parents’ wishes as a good Christian witness to them.
www.friendsinternational.uk
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Questions for discussion
•

What are your initial reactions to Mei Li’s account?

•

What are the basic cultural differences that come out?

•

What background/cultural information would you like to find
out more about?

•

What advice and encouragement would you give Mei Li?

•

What issues are involved? Which biblical
principles/passages would you point her to?
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Case Study 2: Church Authority and Expectations
Here’s an email from a returnee who went back to Korea 3 months
ago:
Dear Andrew,
Thank you for your email to me. I really miss my time in International
Café, the bible study and our church. I enjoyed my Christian life too
much those days and I felt so free. After 2 years in the UK, I think I
forgotten what being in church in Korea is like, or maybe it is because I
wasn’t very involved before. But I find it hard now.
We always had such interesting discussion in your Bible Study.
Everyone could say their view and ask any questions. And it was 1 or 2
hours. Now the Bible Study I go to lasts at least 4 hours - a long time
eating and chatting in the beginning, a long time sharing prayer
requests and praying afterwards. Then during the long study, the
leader does almost all the talking, teaching so many facts I can’t
concentrate, like a lecture. And my bible study leader expects me go to
the Wed 6.30am prayer time before work too, and also help with the
youth group on Saturdays. I’m so tired from work already and I have no
free time.
Church is also very different. In England, you always encouraged me
to go directly to the pastor if I have a problem about his sermon, but
when I did in my Korean church, the pastor just looked at me quietly
and walked away. Then my friends told me I was being rude! In the
UK, we could just call the pastor by his first name, but here, everyone
always calls pastor by his title. Maybe it makes him proud? Also I tried
to volunteer for the music ministry but the church leaders told me they
would pray about it and let me know where I should serve later. Don’t I
have the freedom of choice?
You always emphasised about grace, and that we don’t have to live by
rules. But it seems the church in Korea and Christians here care so
www.friendsinternational.uk
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much about rules. The sermons here always bring up how we should
live because we are Christians, and the church leaders and even other
brothers and sisters often tell me how to live - I should wake up earlier
so I won’t be late for church service, I shouldn’t watch so much football,
I should go for the prayer meeting, I shouldn’t make a certain kind of
joke, I should be more grateful to God, I should give 10% of my salary
to the church or missionaries…
I think maybe I should try to find another church, or maybe I will grow
more by just listening to the sermons online from the UK. I think I gain
more from that. My church is one hour by bus from my home. It’s tiring
on a Sunday.
What do you think?
Jung

Questions for discussion
•

What are your initial reactions to Jung’s account?

•

What cultural differences come out?

•

What background/cultural information would you like to find out
more about?

•

What encouragement would you give Jung? What would you
warn him about?

•

Which biblical principles/passages would you point him to?
(What issues are involved?)
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Case Study 3: The Right Church
Bernard arrived in the UK already a committed Christian from
Malaysia. He came to your church and immediately got stuck in,
soaking in all the excellent teaching from the pulpit and at bible studies.
He was also very involved in campus ministry and received good
training at conferences etc. In his final year, he served in student
leadership and showed a clear gift for teaching.
A few months before he is set to return home for good, he comes to
you asking for your advice about which church he should settle in when
he goes home.
The situation is this: He has a home church which he has attended with
his family since childhood. His family still goes there and he serves in
the leadership team of the youth group, which has about 100 regulars.
Although he has been studying in the UK these past 3 years, the youth
still keep in touch with him and whenever he is back home during the
holidays, he continues to serve there, teaching the young people some
of the things he has learnt.
However, he is also very conscious that the preaching and teaching in
the church overall is weak. He has grown to value good expositional
preaching, but the preaching at home is too often topical, with the
pastors jumping from text to text through the bible. And even when the
pastors attempt expositional preaching, there is a tendency to use
personal illustrations and anecdotes, which he thinks takes away from
the truth that authority lies in Scripture alone. The worship band is too
showy and draws attention to itself. He has also tried going to a couple
of home groups, and the Bible Studies were nowhere as rigorous and
text centred as the inductive bible studies in the UK. And the prayer
requests shared at the end of the evening did not relate to the passage
studied but seemed very worldly - prayer for job interviews, health or
children’s exam results etc. In fact, the whole church seems worldly to
him - many drive to church in big cars, people give special respect to
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those who have status in society and everyone has the latest smart
phone.
He wants to know whether he should find another church to go to. One
that helps to stretch and grow him. There is a church in his city which
many returnees from the UK and US go to, and he has heard that the
preaching is of a high standard. But he is torn, because he would be
leaving the church that first discipled him, and his family will feel hurt.
He also knows that if he leaves, it will have an impact on the youth
group. And yet, he does not know if he can keep giving in church all
the time without also receiving.
He asks you what the Biblical decision would be.
Questions for discussion
•

What are your initial reactions to Bernard’s account?

•

What attitudes (good and bad) do you detect in him from what
he has shared?

•

What cultural and contextual differences should we take into
account as we advise Bernard?

•

Which biblical principles/passages would you point him to?
(What issues are involved?)
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Case Study 4: Communal Life
Coming to the UK as an undergraduate, Laura first got to know
Christians through International Café, then a local church. Over the
next few years, she came to faith and became thoroughly involved in
church, where she was much appreciated as an active, enthusiastic,
dependable church member. Most of her Christian friends were British,
while most of her non-Christian friends were Chinese.
After 5 years, Laura decided that since she would one day return to
China, she should start going to the local Chinese church in
preparation. Every time she sees you over the next few months, she
recounts a new discovery of the differences she is experiencing:
•

People are so emotional during the service, they’re often crying.
After the sermon, they turn to me and ask, “What did you feel?”
I never feel anything! Should I?

•

People in church talk about spiritual things all the time.
Whatever I share, they always turn it into spiritual advice or
something from the bible. In British church, we can talk about
normal things like TV or sports or jokes. The Chinese church
feels unnatural and impersonal.

•

One Sunday, I helped in the Sunday School for young children.
Then at coffee break, one of the sisters asked me how it went
and I said, “Terrible. I don’t like children.” She looked at me and
said, “I’ll pray for God to grow more patience in you.” I was
shocked. In British church, I think I would have got a laugh or
some sympathy.

•

In our bible study group, people share so much, even very
personal problems, sometimes on the first day they meet the
group. Once, one girl shared and cried so much that I got
uncomfortable, and as the group leader that day, I lightened the
mood and changed the subject. Everyone looked at me like I
did something wrong.
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•

Oh, and they always want to hold hands when they pray in the
small group. Why must we hold hands?

•

The small group meeting always ends very late, even though
everyone has work the next day. We eat together first and
when the bible study is over, we talk for a long time. Also, one
girl lives far away and her bus only comes once an hour, and
everyone waits for the bus with her. Once I was so tired I just
said goodbye and went home first; everyone looked so
surprised at me!

•

Apart from Sunday service and Friday bible study, we’re always
meeting up - for meals, to help each other move house, to go to
the beach. Sometimes I think I need more personal space,
sometimes I think it’s nice.

•

When I got baptised, everyone in the small group came, even a
guy who just joined the group that day. They had to travel for 90
minutes to get to the venue.

•

During the summer, half the small group went home to China
and we were scattered. But everyone still wanted to meet to
pray, so we decided to Skype once a week. The Skype prayer
usually lasts 3 hours, because people join late and then all the
sharing needs to be repeated.

During those months, as Laura shares her stories, she’s constantly
tempted to go back to the British church she knows and is comfortable
with. What do you say to her?
Questions for discussion
•

Of the differences Laura has noticed, which do you see as
cultural and which biblical?

•

How would you advise and encourage Laura?
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Case Study 5: Boundaries and Work-Life Balance
Keiko came from a Christian family in Japan but she never really
owned her faith until coming to the UK as an undergraduate and
getting stuck in to church and campus ministry, growing significantly.
Post-graduation, she considered doing a discipleship programme in the
UK, but she decided she would make the most difference back in
Japan. So she signed up to do a year of student work in a big city,
working alongside three local staff as well as two young missionaries
from Singapore and Korea.
Keiko was really impressed with her team. All of them came to meet
her at the airport and then spent the day with her, helping her with all
the logistics of moving in and praying earnestly with her. She shared
an apartment with the Singaporean and Korean girls, and they made
her feel at home, freely sharing whatever they had.
The other girls had a routine of meeting at 6.30am every day to pray
together before their own Quiet Time, and soon, Keiko joined them as
well. Students often come to the apartment, which is like a second
home for many of them. Student work is demanding, as bible studies
and meetings take place in the evenings and then students go to the
staff afterwards for advice and counselling. Keiko and her flatmates
often return home around midnight. In addition, they also try to go to
social events the students invite them to, wanting to be like Paul, who
delighted to share with people not only the gospel of God but his life as
well (1 Thes 2:8).
Keiko’s Japanese team leader is a gentle and humble man who leads
the student work and pastors a local church. He has four children. He
often looks tired at team meetings, and when Keiko asks him about it,
the explanation is often that a student/church member called him in
distress at 11pm, so he didn’t get to bed until 2am. Once he told Keiko
that it was hard being responsible for the well being of so many people.
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Saturday is the team’s day off, but this only remains a day off as long
as students don’t call a meeting on a Saturday or invite you to a party.
Keiko once asked her flatmates about this, and they explained that
social time with students wasn’t really work. When she tried to explain
the concept of boundaries and work/life balance, they said this seemed
like a Western concept. They said Paul did not have a balanced life but
a single-minded life; the metaphors he used for the Christian life are
running a race and fighting a fight (2 Tim 2:3-6, 4:7, 1 Cor 9:24-27 etc),
in fact, he wrote about being “poured out like a drink offering” (2 Tim
4:6, Php 2:17). Her Singaporean friend shared that she actually values
the times when she feels so exhausted she literally cannot go on in her
own strength but has to depend on God. It is how she experiences 2
Cor 12:9.
As Keiko’s UK mentor, you hear all this from Keiko over the months.
Although she is still zealous, you can see she is often tired out and is
starting to show symptoms of depression. When you bring it up with
her and suggest she sees a doctor however, she says she has
discussed it with her team and they feel it is spiritual attack and they
are praying for deliverance.
Questions for discussion
•

What are your initial reactions to Keiko’s account?

•

What are the cultural differences that come out?

•

What background/cultural information would you like to find
out more about?

•

What advice would you give Keiko?

•

Which biblical principles/passages would you point her to?
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