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A Word from the Editor

Rules of Engagement

Peter Teagle
Peter is Head of Events
Speaking at Friends
International.
He has been with the
organisation since 2001
and is based in Oxford. He
is married to Lynette, and
they have three young
adult children.
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One highlight of our years of
ministry so far is the frantic
month when we were called
upon to arrange and participate
in the wedding of a newly
Christian couple from China
with three weeks’ notice, along
with the baptism of the bride
the week before.
In all the excitement and fun
which ensued, there was an
awkward moment right in the
middle of it all when we
realised that the couple, now
both Christians, were sharing
the same room. It was purely
for convenience, they said, to
save money and after all, they
were getting married in three
weeks, so what was the
problem? And they earnestly
promised us that they were
“not doing anything they
shouldn’t”. While we had every
reason to believe them, and
couldn’t force them to change
their living circumstances, we
still had deep misgivings,
especially as the bride was
about to be baptised.

Weighing it all up, we realised
that, since they had come to us
for baptism-cum-marriage
preparation, this set a really
bad precedent. The call to
baptism is the call to
repentance. To get baptised
whilst living in questionable
circumstances – even if only for
a few weeks – was a
dangerously grey area for a
new believer. The conversation
itself was awkward, to say the
least. Shock, embarrassment,
protests of innocence. And
then, slowly, a willingness to
agree. The Lord was definitely
with us that day and we did
everything we could to help
them follow through, finding
new and better accommodation
for both of them at a moment’s
notice, with Christian friends
willing to help out for the few
short weeks before their Big
Day.
To this day, I am so glad we did
what we did, and I think they
are too. We subsequently saw
them make decision after
decision (without input from
us) where they determined to

obey Jesus and put Him first.
Their spiritual lives positively
thrived under far more difficult
circumstances after they
returned to China, with several
family members finding faith
through them, including the
bride’s parents and brother.
Most of us, at some point or
other, have difficult
conversations with students.
They may be inflicted upon us,
as Bethany Marsh describes,
when unwelcome comments
provoke unsolicited
conversations and we are called
upon to address topics which
are offensive or difficult for us.
Or, as Francina de Pater and
Anneriet Boonen, our
colleagues in IFES Netherlands,
point out, many times the
embarrassment and fear is on
the students’ part, where deep
needs compete with cultural
taboos and a palpable fear of
shame. Then there are the
matters which, whatever the
students’ current health and
state of mind, need to be
addressed, lest we be negligent
in our duty to teach the whole

counsel of God and prepare
them for discipleship in a
broken world. Jenny Brown
tackles this in her article about
teaching a biblical view of
suffering.

those thorny, sticky, awkward,
embarrassing, cringey, run-forthe-hills topics with the
students whom we love enough
to tell the Truth.

As an evangelist to
international students, I am
painfully and increasingly
aware that we are asking them
very often to put their family
relationships, their careers or
even their lives on the line
when we call them to respond
to the Gospel message. This I
mention in my own review of
an excellent book on the
Suffering Church, which makes
for uncomfortable reading as
even the title implies – The
Insanity of Obedience: Walking
with Jesus in Tough Places, by
Nik Ripken.
There are no neat answers. This
issue of Insight may raise more
questions than it addresses. But
our authors broach the delicate
subjects we all face. I hope that
at very least it will encourage
you, the reader, to know you
are not alone in dealing with
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Oremus Pro Invicem (“Let us pray for one another”)
Moving beyond politics to the heart of restoration

Bethany Marsh
Originally from the
northwest corner of the
USA, Bethany has lived in
various areas of the States
as well as Japan but can
most recently be found
working with international
students in Aberdeen,
Scotland.
She has been a Friends
International Staff worker
since 2019.

“This is Bethany,” announced a
chaplaincy volunteer a few
weeks into my post here in the
UK. “She’s from the States. But
don’t worry: she isn’t like most
Americans.” A few weeks later,
a retired university professor
introduced me to a group of
students and community
members as being “happy to
have escaped America” before
expounding on the reasons why
I must surely be ashamed of my
home country. Have you ever
been introduced in such a
fashion? I won’t lie: it’s not
pleasant. Although I was
neither offended nor surprised,
their words did sadden me,
both the first time and each
subsequent occasion I’ve been
introduced in such a way. How
should I as a Christian and an
international student ministry
worker respond to such
comments?
Before addressing that, let’s
look at the other end of the
spectrum. Consider for a
minute the postgraduate
student who, shortly before
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moving back to her country,
expressed envy of me for where
I come from and where I now
live, declaring that we in the
West are so lucky because we
get to live in such a free
country where we “can say and
do whatever [we] want.”
Another student, despite
coming from a far less
restrictive society than the first,
also expressed jealousy and
lamented having to return to
her country. She feels that
government parties in her
country are organised
unapologetically along racial
lines and, with “her” party
recently ousted from power, she
is not keen to return to her
country and pay back the time
that she owes for her
government-sponsored
scholarship. How should I
respond to these students and
the many like them who,
although cognisant of
shortcomings in Western
societies and governments,
nevertheless often seem to
idolise them or at least covet a
position in them?

Instead of answering those two
questions or sharing what I said
to the aforementioned
individuals, this article attempts
to answer the fundamental
concern behind these
interactions: that is, what
Christians’ role and reaction
should be in politically-focused
conversations. I argue followers
of Christ are uniquely called
and equipped to offer three
things: truth, faith, and love. I
do not mean that unbelievers
are devoid of these attributes or
that believers always feel, much
less offer, them. Nor do I refer
here to the simple building
blocks of morality.¹ No,
morality is made up of mere
impressions of these qualities,
and often manipulates them to
fit the circumstances in which it
finds itself.² Like governments,
morality, although valuable, is
limited in purity and
effectiveness by those who
create and wield it. Therefore,
in this article, “truth,” “faith,”
and “love” refer to these
elements in their truest, fullest
forms. Because they originate
and find their full completion in
Christ (John 14:6, Hebrews
12:2, and 1 John 4:19,
respectively), it stands to
reason that, through the help of
the Holy Spirit, followers of
Christ can offer these elements
in greater measure than that of
our unbelieving peers.
Before considering these three
elements, it is important to lay
out three principles that
undergird my intercultural
interactions and, therefore, this
article. Firstly, prescriptive
dialogue can inhibit authentic

conversation; therefore, this
article intentionally refrains
from giving conversational tips.
Instead, it advocates – both
explicitly and through the tone
and language of the article
itself – general approaches and
foundational beliefs rather than
specific procedures.
Secondly, meaningful
intercultural conversation is not
dependent on cultural
expertise. In 2019, the UK
granted over 275,000 student
visas to applicants from 152
countries³ and a range of
socioeconomic backgrounds,
religious beliefs, and life
experiences. It would be
illogical to expect anyone to
have a deep understanding of
the histories and political
systems of all those countries,
let alone the personalities,
motivations and conversational
styles of the individual students
themselves.
This leads us to the final
principle which is that
stereotypes are not absolutes;
therefore, this article does not
offer advice on how to talk with
a specific nationality, age group,
socioeconomic stratum, etc.
Although it can be helpful to
know common behaviours or
speech patterns of your
conversation partner’s culture, I
believe that it is far more useful
to cultivate a heart and mind
that can notice and adapt to
differences. This is preferable to
becoming an expert on, for
example, how a stereotypical
Japanese student might think
and behave during a
conversation with a middle-

aged person from northeast
Scotland. Viewing one’s
conversation partner as a
tabula rasa or “clean slate” of
sorts, rather than as a member
of a pre-defined group, both
prompts you to ask questions
rather than simply make
statements, thereby
encouraging more open, honest
conversation. This is not to say
that declarative language is
never appropriate; however, I
believe that asking what an
individual thinks is more
helpful than stating what that
individual must think based on
their nation's or culture’s
reputation.
Finally, let me give one caveat
of this article: that is, that it
neither endorses nor indicts any
specific politician, country, or
form of government. It is not
my prerogative to tell you for
whom or what you should vote
or even what kind of system
your country should have. I am
happy to share my opinions –
and, let us be clear, that is
precisely what they are:
opinions, not necessarily truths
– but I prefer to do so in a
conversation in which you also
are able to share yours. In C. S.
Lewis’ novel The Screwtape
Letters, a senior demon advises
his nephew to “give [the
human] a grand general idea
that he knows it all and that
everything he happens to have
picked up in casual talk and
reading is ‘the results of
modern investigation’”4 and is,
therefore, truth. Let us be clear:
our judgements are based on
facts available to us and our
own interpretations of them;
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only “God’s judgment…is based
on truth” (Romans 2:2).

of meeting their real needs,
simply creates more chaos.”6

This past year has highlighted
humankind’s brokenness and
the fallibility of its political
systems. You would be hardpressed to go a day without
someone telling you who or
what should enrage you or,
depending on what country you
are from, how ashamed you
should be of your homeland.
Does recognising the limitations
of our own understandings
mean that we should not say
anything political or make any
judgments regarding the
actions of governments? No.
But it does mean that our
words should be bound by
God’s truth, our faith in Him
and His promises, and the love
demonstrated and given to us
by Christ. So, what does that
look like? Let’s start with truth.

In a world in which emotions
are increasingly treated as
resources7 and allowed to drive
decision making8, politics’ and
therefore governments’
propensity toward conflict is
both spurred by and spurs on
media’s “strategic ritual of
emotionality,”9 resulting in
further obfuscation of truth and
heightened emotionality and
division in the general
populace. The adult who
mistakenly believed that I felt
as though I'd escaped America
was nevertheless correct about
my homeland having serious
problems; however, her recent
assertion that “everything will
be good now that Trump is
leaving” suggests a humanfocused optimism that is
destined to disappoint. Some
things will change and perhaps
blatant untruths will not be as
prevalent. Yet, as is true for any
country, America’s soul will stay
unrestored and its people blind
to ultimate truth so long as they
continue to look first to
humankind for their
redemption.

Thousands of years ago, God
warned the Israelites against
human forms of governance (1
Samuel 8), not advocating
anarchy, but simply alerting
them to the fallibility of human
political constructs. The truth is
that, contrary to what
politicians often promise, no
government or individual is
capable of “restoring the soul.”5
As ethics scholar Andrew
Goddard noted, “political
authority, if it recognises itself
to be a response to man's fallen
nature with a limited nonredemptive task, can serve to
contain the threat of chaos and
the power of sin. It cannot,
however, eliminate these…Like
all idols [politics] feeds off
people's devotion, but instead
7 │ Winter 2020-21

Is all hope lost, then? Certainly
not, for we have a faithful God.
The apostle Paul wrote that “at
just the right time, when we
were still powerless, Christ
died…for us” (Romans 5:6…8).
At just the right time, Jesus
entered our world and suffered
the cross to redeem us; and
now, humankind waits again
for just the right time when
Jesus will return and establish
His perfect kingdom. At that

time, all the world, including
all of its leaders, will bow
before Him (Psalm 72:11). One
of my students recently wrote
to me, “The decision [of which
politician to choose] is always
between bad choices.”
However, voting first for Christ
and having faith in God’s
promised kingdom is not
choosing the lesser of two evils:
it is choosing the One who is
wholly good, the only leader
who is truly able to restore
souls, right injustice, and
establish peace.
What do we do while we await
the establishment of His
kingdom? Jesus said that our
discipleship is shown in how we
love (John 13:34-35), not in
whom we hate, and Scripture
exhorts us to love our enemies
(Matthew 5:46-47, Mark
12:31). In practical terms, this
begins with refraining from
delighting in their misfortunes
(Proverbs 24:17), praying
instead for their good (Luke
6:27-29). We must also learn to
extend forgiveness as many
times as they need it (Matthew
18), whether we think they
deserve it or not.
This does not mean that we
excuse wrongdoing or dismiss
sin.10 However, as believers, we
recognise that God has forgiven
even the inexcusable in us11
and calls us to extend that
mercy to others (e.g., Matthew
6:12, Ephesians 4:32,
Colossians 3:13). Such an
approach contradicts modern
thinking which asserts that
“shaming, aimed well,
cautiously and at the right time,

can improve society.”12 Modern
society is one in which
“pandemic shaming” is
commonplace,13 politics is
based on "negative
partisanship…driven by
loathing of the opposition,”14
and individuals are encouraged
to shame those with whom they
disagree.15 What are we doing
to show such a world the
restoration found in God’s
prescription of acting justly,
loving mercy, and walking
humbly with Him (Micah 6:8)?
In 1945, C. S. Lewis ended a
ministerial address with the
invitation “oremus pro
invicem,”16 echoing Jesus’
command from two thousand
years earlier (Matthew 5:44).
Never one to ask of His
followers any more than He
was willing to do Himself,
Christ lived this command in
His own life, serving as an
example to those who would
follow Him, be they 1st century
Jewish disciples, 20th century
British pastors, or 21st century
Christians worldwide.
Through Christ, we have the
ability to offer elements of
restoration to our broken
communities, but we often fail
to do so. Let us heed Lewis’ call
to pray for one another – both
ally and enemy – and allow the
truth, faith, and love that we
have in Christ to pervade our
hearts and flow from our
mouths as we await His return.
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“Why I Am Afraid to TellYou I Am Not Well”
Barriers to talking about mental health

Francina de
Pater (left)
Francina is the National
Director of International
Student Ministry for IFES
Netherlands and the ISM
coordinator for IFES
Europe. She lives in Gouda,
is married to Arie and has
three children.

Anneriet Boonen
(right)
Anneriet is a student worker
in Tilburg for IFES
Netherlands. Currently, she
is pioneering a student
community where she and
her husband and four
children live together with
students.

Every year, thousands of
international students come to
the Netherlands. They are often
very smart and motivated
students, and are willing to
sacrifice a great deal to study in
our country. They leave family
and friends behind to embark
on a new adventure abroad in
order to develop themselves,
and thus create good
opportunities on the labour
market. During this adventure,
however, some develop
psychological problems that
prevent them from making
friends, settling down, or
completing their studies. We
notice that it can be more
difficult for international
students to find the necessary
help. In this article, we discuss
reasons why this is the case. We
do this by looking at common
problems and solutions to help
international students when
they suffer from mental health
issues.
Reasons why students do not
ask for help
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There are quite a few reasons
why students do not ask for
help. Here are a number of
them:
1. In some cultures little
attention is paid to mental
health. Students may not be
aware of mental health issues.
For example, they report to
their GP with physical
complaints that are ultimately
caused by tension or stress.
2. The culture from which the
student comes has a negative
view on mental health issues.
In many countries, there is still
substantial stigma and shame
attached to mental illness.
3. Physical or emotional
weakness is seen as a negative
characteristic in some cultures.
If students feel weak in this
environment, they feel the need
to keep it to themselves.
4. Students are used to sharing
their problems with their
families and looking for
solutions within those circles.

They are not used to looking
for help outside these groups in
the wider society.
5. Performance pressure is
significant. The large financial
investment, the duration of the
visa, the expectations – both of
parents and the students
themselves – make admitting
failure impossible. Too much
depends on their success.
6. In some countries, including
the Netherlands, there is a
taboo among young people
when it comes to mental
health. This may also be the
case among international
students. It is hard to admit
that they suffer from mental
health issues because nobody
speaks about it. Students think
they are the only one with a
problem, and that is how the
taboo perpetuates itself.
7. Some students have difficulty
trusting the health care system.
They are afraid that a
healthcare provider will share
what has been discussed in
confidence, or that a file is
being built up with
consequences for their diploma
or career.
8. When students indicate that
they need help and seek it from
professional care providers, the
question is whether they will
find their way within the health
care system. Even if universities
clearly advertise the assistance
offered, the international
student may not recognise it.
What may appear obvious
might be totally unclear to
them because it is very different

in their home culture.
9. There may also be financial
reasons. Students wonder
whether support costs money
and whether they can afford it.
10. If the student does end up
with a professional care
provider, the question is
whether the support offered
really does help. Does the care
provider have enough
intercultural sensitivity to know
that our Western values of selfdirection and self-realisation do
not merge in cultures where
much more collective thinking
is done? And does the
counsellor understand that a
student may never indicate that
what is offered does not help
because they simply never
express themselves critically
towards an authority?
What are the issues and how
do we recognise them?
Every student is different and
has different needs.
Nevertheless, there are
certainly a number of issues
that we encounter more often
in our work with international
students.
Culture shock
Alexandra, a Polish student,
makes an appointment with me
(Anneriet). She is a bit older
because she had a job for a
number of years. She realised
that this did not make her
happy and she decided to do a
Masters in Law to achieve her
original dream. She saved up
for it, found the right

institution, was admitted
(much to her surprise!) and
quit her job to start this course
with great enthusiasm. But now
it's November and she tells me
it's all much harder than she
thought. She feels anxious, and
she keeps quiet in class, when
in the past, she was always the
one who would speak up. She
wonders if she should stop her
studies.
I discuss with her whether she
might be suffering from culture
shock, informing her about the
phases of culture shock. I tell
her that in November I talk to
many new students with the
same questions and that the
second semester is always
easier. I inform, normalise and
give perspective. Usually this
creates a great relief. Together
we discuss what will help her to
deal with this culture shock.
Loneliness
There is a difference between
social, emotional and cultural
loneliness. I (Anneriet) see
social loneliness in students
who spend a lot of time on
their own, who do not connect
with other students, who work
very hard and are often alone
in their room. However, I
encounter emotional loneliness
more often. Students
experiencing emotional
loneliness have many people
around them, but they don't
feel seen, loved or understood.
Certainly, for international
students who live in a culture
that is not their own, the
chance of cultural loneliness is
high. The language, the cultural
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customs and the feeling that
everything is unfamiliar can
make them feel lonely.

want to organise their own
work-life balance.
Anxiety and depression

There is a taboo on loneliness,
so students rarely go out on
their own initiative. We tend to
take students to social activities
when we suspect loneliness.
But we will first have to listen
carefully to what exactly is
going on. Perhaps a social
activity is not enough of a
solution and we should help
students learn to be open to
others and make themselves
known.
Stress or burnout
We need stress to be able to
perform. Stress isn’t necessarily
a problem. It only becomes
problematic if rest is scheduled
after periods of stress, and
there is not enough relaxation
in addition to exercise. If we
ignore the needs of our bodies
for too long, our bodies can
activate the emergency brake,
resulting in a burnout.
Attention to stress is important
so that students develop
healthy habits to manage their
stress levels and they don't end
up with burnout. In many
countries, the work ethic is very
different from that in the
Netherlands. For international
students, it is often an eye
opener to see how Dutch
students alternate between
work and recreation. It is good
to discuss the importance of
rest and fun. However, we
should not assume that a
student will blindly adopt our
manners. It is worth asking
how international students
11 │ Winter 2020-21

Anxiety is a feeling of unease
that can be mild or severe and
includes worry or fear.
Depression is characterised by
persistent sadness and a lack of
interest, or pleasure, in
rewarding or enjoyable
activities. Social support is
found to be a significant
predictor of depression and
anxiety among international
students. Self-rated English
proficiency uniquely contributes
to the variance in both
depression and anxiety. In
severe cases specialised help is
needed.
Trauma
Pablo, a student from
Colombia, came to my
(Francina’s) training about
stress. After the training, he
told me about how his
government was literally
chasing him because of his
political views. He was
suffering from PTSD. Just like
Pablo, many more students can
suffer from the effects of
trauma they have experienced.
Trauma is the response to a
deeply distressing or disturbing
event. Again, specialised help
might be needed.
Psychosis
Psychosis is when people lose
some contact with reality. This
might involve seeing or hearing
things that other people cannot
see or hear (hallucinations) and

believing things that are not
actually true (delusions).
Students who suffer from
psychosis need direct
specialised care, but might
become incapable of asking for
it.
Recommendations
We have discussed the reasons
why students do not seek help.
We have also looked at the
most common issues. Now we
come to some general
recommendations to overcome
a number of barriers.
Mental health awareness
There are a number of ways to
increase international students’
knowledge about mental health
and to break taboos
surrounding difficult topics.
For example, it is possible to
organise workshops about
topics like culture shock, stress
and relaxation, or friendship.
Blogs or vlogs made by
international students
themselves can be made
available. Efforts can be made
to initiate conversations about
how struggles and care are
handled in their home culture.
Breaking taboos
An effective intervention we
found to break the taboo
around loneliness was to have
new students make a video
about their feelings of
loneliness in the first semester
and how they dealt with it. In
the video, they were able to
give tips for new students. The
video helps in two significant

ways. First, it enables
internationals to see that they
are not alone and that it can
happen to anyone. It also then
helps to manage expectations,
find ways to deal with
difficulties and benefits
students through sharing of
experiences.
Empowerment
Ultimately, there is no ‘one size
fits all’ solution. The question is
whether what we have to offer
in our health system really
helps. We can work on mental
health awareness. We can learn
from each other in the field of
self-care. We can break through
taboos. We can do our best to
publicise the help available as
well as possible. With all this
information and support,
students should be able to
determine for themselves what
is helpful and what is not. We
must be aware of the pitfall of
assuming that we know what is
good for the international
student, and instead, offer
space enabling them to make
their own choices.
Trust and accessibility
We cannot simply post a flow
chart on our website to get
students to the best healthcare
provider. Trust is a big issue.
First, as staff, we should be
reliable. This is not just about
confidentiality, but also about
ensuring that we really listen to
students in such a way that we
try to understand what they
need. Is there a culture in your
group which makes it
comfortable for people to dare

to express themselves freely?

Conclusion

Trusting a professional with
problems is an even bigger step.
It is useful when student
psychologists show on their
website how they deal with
confidentiality and what is
done with the information that
emerges during conversations.
In addition, it is important to
think about how international
students find a care provider.
Support should not only be
available, but are also rated as
reliable. Clear information can
help, but students may need a
recommendation from a
trustworthy person first. That
makes us think about how
student psychologists make
their services available on the
market. In addition, there is a
call for student workers to
know the care network and be
familiar with care providers
that can deal positively with
cultural differences.

There are many different
reasons why international
students may not tell us that
they are not well. A proactive
approach is needed to create
awareness and trust, providing
the space and opportunity for
pressures and concerns to be
shared.

Finally, we can see it as our task
to make universities aware of
the reasons why students do
not seek help and how they can
meet their needs. It is
important to know how
assistance is organised within
the university and how it is
accessed. In addition, it is
useful for the counsellors at the
university to be aware of what
we offer within international
student ministry and/or
chaplaincy services. This is so
that they can also refer students
to our activities and
community.

Callow, Rebekah. ‘Is it helping?’
A postcolonial critique of
hospitality in supporting
international students studying
in Norwich. Anglia Ruskin
University, 2019.

Further Reading

Sümer, Seda, et al. ‘Predictors
of depression and anxiety
among international students.’
Journal of Counseling &
Development. Volume 86 Issue
4 (2008): Pages 429-437.
An example of a blog for
students about loneliness:
www.linkedin.com/pulse/
student-who-secretly-feelslonely-anneriet-boonen
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The Necessity of Teaching International
Students a Theology of Suffering

Jenny Brown
Jenny Brown is the Reach
Programme Coordinator
with Friends International.
Reach is a year-long
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training opportunity
amongst international
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as a Biology teacher, then
worked as a UCCF Staff
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All Souls Church, Langham
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Suffering is part of human life.
The form and the degree of
suffering may vary, but all
people, wherever they live in
the world, experience pain –
physically, emotionally,
spiritually. Questions around
suffering are, therefore, some
of the most fundamental of the
human heart.
What is the cause of so much
pain in the world?
What is the purpose, the
meaning of suffering?
If God is loving and powerful,
why does He allow the innocent
to suffer?
As we introduce international
students to the Living God, as
we help them to grow in faith
and relationship with Jesus, as
we encourage them to prepare
to return to their home
countries, we must surely
address this most important
aspect of Christian discipleship.
Why now more than ever
before?
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The obvious answer is that – at
the time of writing – we are in
a global pandemic.1.5 million
people across the world have
died from coronavirus.¹
Countless others are suffering
because of other untreated
conditions, job loss and
financial hardship, isolation,
relationship stress, mental
health issues, or traumatic
bereavement. Suffering is the
issue of the day.
A unique aspect of the current
pandemic, at least for our
generation, is that it is a shared
experience of suffering. We are
all in this together. It has
affected just about every nation
and every strata of society. This
common experience gives us,
not only a heightened
awareness of suffering and
death, but also a solidarity.
Suffering is on the agenda of
public and private
conversations in a new way.
There is greater openness to
explore spiritual responses.
Questions are coming not so
much from a theoretical

philosophical position, but
increasingly from a position of
experience and real fear.

Why do international
students particularly need a
strong theology of suffering?

However, whilst coronavirus is
an unprecedented shared
experience, for the majority of
the world’s population it is only
one concern, and probably not
the main one. For so many,
suffering and death are very
much part of everyday life. Yes,
1.5million have died from
coronavirus this year, but 1.5
million die of vaccinepreventable illnesses every
year.² Regarding global
suffering, this virus is only the
latest to join a long list of
causes, including poverty,
corruption, exploitation, war,
climate change, pollution,
religious persecution…the list
goes on.

As we reach out to students
from a wide variety of countries
and cultures there are several
factors making this an
important issue:

•

•

It is surely a quirk of Western
Christianity in this period of
history that does not address
suffering and preparation for
death as core when it comes to
discipleship. Our affluence,
health care provision,
individualism and selfsufficiency have presumably
contributed to our lack of
regard for this as an essential
topic for inquirers, discipleship
courses and sermon series.
So, ‘now’ is always a good time
to teach a theology of suffering.
In fact, ‘yesterday’ would have
been better! It’s better to be
prepared for the storm before it
hits. Having strong biblical
foundations and a healthy
perspective on suffering will
increase stability and resilience
when the pressures come.

■ International students are
being hit hard by this current
situation.

•

•
•

•
The acute isolation and
accompanying mental health
stress that international
students have faced as they
arrived in UK to study has been
very significant. In addition,
they may be from ethnic groups
that seem more susceptible to
severe symptoms; and many
East Asian students have
experienced racist harassment
since the virus’ arrival. For
international students, this is a
difficult time. Helping them
make sense of what they are
going through is an important
aspect of our care.
■ International students need
to contend with alternative
worldviews.
Every philosophy and religion
has made attempts to account
for the existence of suffering.
Different faiths, and even
different sectors of the
Christian church, explain it
differently. Suffering may be
regarded as
• The result of ‘fate’: what
will be will be.
• Evolution at work: the
fittest will survive.

•
•

An illusion: to be
eliminated through the
right practices and rituals.
The result of battle between
rival spiritual powers.
A curse from an
unpredictable, vengeful god
(or gods).
The result of the wrongdoing of our ancestors.
Punishment for our own
wrong-doing – in this life or
in a former existence.
A means of gaining merit
with God: a route to
salvation.
Evidence of lack of faith.
Satanic or demonic attack.

Christian international students
may themselves have an
ingrained worldview that takes
considerable ‘un-learning’
before they can develop a
Biblical perspective. Certainly, if
they are to be equipped to
explain the Christian faith to
fellow internationals or
persevere in a hostile
environment, they will need
some deliberate and informed
teaching on a theology of
suffering.
■ International students will
eventually return to their home
countries.
The majority of international
students will, at some point,
return home. The type and
degree of suffering they will
encounter may be quite
different to anything we
experience in the UK. It may be
the difficulties commonly
experienced by others in their
country: economic hardship,
political oppression, natural
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disasters. They may experience
particular suffering as a
Christian: being isolated, with
little opportunity of fellowship
with others, especially of their
own age and educational level;
little prospect of marriage, or
being forced to marry someone
who does not follow Christ.
Because of their faith, they may
be shunned by their family, or
even blamed for the sufferings
of their family. They may
experience direct persecution:
discrimination in the
workplace, continual
surveillance, threat of physical
harm. Some may face
imprisonment, and even be
called to pay the ultimate price.
“The happiest people in the
world are not those who have
no suffering – they are those
who are not afraid of
suffering.”³ If we are to prepare
students adequately for their
return home, we must include a
Biblical theology of suffering
amongst the priority topics.
A biblical theology of
suffering: where to begin
I have a pile of twelve books on
the floor by my desk. They are
a tiny sample of the many
excellent writings from a
Christian perspective on the
subject of suffering. I cannot
attempt to summarise them!
Instead, I offer a framework
that may be a helpful starter as
we reflect with students on this
very important aspect of life
with God.
1. Humanity was not created
to suffer. The starting point
for asking the questions
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about suffering is in the
Garden of Eden. Humanity,
created by God, for
relationship with God, was
placed in a good and
beautiful world. Harmony,
order, beauty, intimacy:
suffering was not part of it.
2. Evil, and the suffering it
causes, is an intruder in
God’s world. It is not until
the third chapter of the Bible
that evil makes an
appearance. However, its
origin is not explained. The
presence of evil is not given
the legitimacy that an
explanation would endow it
with.4
3. Suffering is now part of
human life. We all live with
the consequences of sin. We
all experience pain and
suffering. It says no more
about us than that we live in
a broken world (Luke 13:15).
4. God not only tolerates, but
apparently encourages, our
protest. The vast majority of
humankind experiences life
that is far from the
flourishing that their Creator
intends for them, usually
through no fault of their
own. The question ‘Why?’
must be asked. The situation
demands it. It seems that
God expects it. From Job, to
the Psalms, to the prophets,
there is plenty of Biblical
precedent for expressing our
emotions and addressing our
questions to Him. God even
provides us with words of

protest we can throw at Him!
5. Suffering forces us to live
with mystery. Although we
ask ‘Why?”, it seems that
God’s purpose is not,
ultimately, our
understanding. Through all
42 chapters, God does not
explain the reason for Job’s
blameless suffering.
However, that lack of
explanation is not a lack of
answer. His answer is silence
on the subject. If we are to
live with God we must
embrace and live with
mystery. As rational beings,
wired with a desire to
understand and explain, we
find mystery hard. Suffering
confronts us with mystery.
Learning to live with it is an
important aspect of our
maturing.
6. God works through our
suffering to enable us to
experience His Presence.
Although God does not
explain Job’s suffering, His
silence is not absence. God
addresses Job and reveals
more of Himself to him.
“Suffering is not ultimately
an intellectual problem, so
much as a deeply felt pain.”5
What is needed is not an
intellectual answer but
experience of the very
presence of God. This is the
repeated promise of God in
times of suffering or fear: “I
am with you.”
“Suffering is not a question
that demands an answer nor
a problem that demands a
solution, but a mystery that

demands a presence”6
“Our lives are not a problem
to be solved but journeys to
be taken with Jesus, our
friend and greatest guide.”7
7. God chooses to take human
suffering onto Himself. The
starting point for coming to
terms with human suffering
is the cross of Christ. This is
the central point of God’s
response to our legitimate
protest. Far from remaining
aloof, God is familiar with
suffering. He not only
entered into human suffering
through the incarnation of
Christ, but He bore the whole
weight of human suffering
through the crucifixion of
Christ.
8. Our suffering is redeemed
by Christ and given meaning.
“In the cross of Christ...not
only is redemption
accomplished through
suffering, but also human
suffering itself has been
redeemed”.8 Through Christ’s
death our suffering is
transformed, used for His
good purpose (Romans 8:2830). His priority for us is not
our comfort, nor even our
happiness, but our likeness to
Christ. He weaves our
suffering into His
workmanship in our lives.
Like a butterfly emerging
from the chrysalis, struggle is
necessary for maturity.
Therefore “looked upon the
right way...suffering is not a
penalty, a punishment, it is
more an opportunity, an
invitation.”9 “It becomes
something to be embraced,

not discarded.”10
9. Christ gives us hope to
sustain us in the midst of
suffering. In the resurrection
of Christ, we find the
strength to persevere through
suffering. It acts like a
deposit for us, guaranteeing
what He has secured for us in
the future. The vision of
Revelation 20-22 sustains us,
as we long for an utterly just
judgement and the mercy of
salvation through Christ. Life
without pain, crying or death
in the intimate presence of
the Loving God, forever.
10. We are called to practical
action on behalf of those who
suffer. As Christians we need
not just a theology of
suffering, which implies only
an intellectual answer, but a
response to suffering. We are
called to Christ-like acts of
mercy and compassion, to
work for justice and speak up
for the vulnerable, to serve
the suffering.
A brief word on how to
include a theology of
suffering in ISM
The inclusion of a theology of
suffering in our teaching, our
inquirers courses and
discipleship Bible studies, our
sermons and our book lists,
would be good. Effective
teaching will be at different
levels, in a variety of contexts,
over a period of time.
However, the most effective
way to teach a biblical theology
of suffering is to live it. It will
be in our own response to

suffering that we really
communicate.
Maybe those whom we
evangelise and disciple need
fewer apologetic answers that
try to explain and defend God,
and more permission to, even
demonstration of, protest to
God. Maybe they need to hear
less, and see more practical
compassion. Those who are
suffering need fewer answers,
and more presence.
And how do we respond to
suffering in our own lives? This
will be our loudest message and
our most effective seminar. It
will happen as we share “not
only the gospel of God, but our
lives as well, because [they
have] become so dear to us” (1
Thessalonians 2:8).
“The way in which we face our
own thorns in life is the best
‘sermon’ that we can ever
preach.”11

Recommended Books
Fernando, Ajith. The Call to Joy
and Pain. Nottingham: IVP,
2008
Horsfall, Tony & Hawker,
Debbie. Resilience in Life and
Faith. Abingdon: BRF, 2019
Lamb, Jonathan. From Why to
Worship. Carlisle: Langham
Publishing, 2018

Insight Issue 23 │ 16

Martinez, Pablo. A Thorn in the
Flesh. Nottingham: IVP, 2007
Ramachandra, Vinoth. Sarah’s
Laughter. Carlisle: Langham
Publishing, 2020
Wright, Christopher J. H. The
God I Don’t Understand. Grand
rapids: Zondervan, 2008
Resource: A short student Bible
study on the book of Habakkuk:
available on the Friends
International resources page of
the website.

End Notes
1. World Health Organisation
[06/12/2020] Accessed
07/12/2020 https://
www.who.int/emergencies/
diseases/novel-coronavirus2019
2. World Health Organisation
[05/12/2019] Accessed
07/12/2020 https://
www.who.int/news-room/factsin-pictures/detail/
immunization
3. Fernando, p49
4. Wright, pp41-43
5. Lamb, p10
6. Anon. Quoted by John Wyatt
in Matters of Life and Death
CMF/IVP, 2012
7. Nouwen, Henri. Spiritual
Direction. London:SPCK, 2011

17 │ Winter 2020-21

8. Boyle S.J. Patrick ‘The
Theology of Suffering’, The
Linacre Quarterly, Vol 70 Issue
2, (2003) pages 96-108, p103.
Accessed online at https://
www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/
10.1080/20508549.2003.1187
7667
9. Boyle p97
10. Boyle p99
11. Martinez, p11

Insight Issue 23 │ 18

Book Review
By Peter Teagle

Peter Teagle
Peter is Head of Events
Speaking at Friends
International.
He has been with the
organisation since 2001 and
is based in Oxford. He is
married to Lynette, and
they have three young adult
children.

The Insanity of
Obedience: Walking
with Jesus in Tough
Places
By Nik Ripken
Broadman & Holman,
2014, 336pp
Raise your hand if you have
ever read God’s Smuggler, by
Brother Andrew. Now, keep
your hand up and raise the
other if God’s Smuggler was in
any way formative in your
direction and calling into
mission?
I’ll put both my hands down
now, as it is difficult to type
otherwise. I would hazard a
guess that I am one of many
who might have both hands in
the air, and that most of us are
over the age of 35.
If you haven’t read God’s
Smuggler, then I recommend
you do so, either instead of or
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as well as The Insanity of
Obedience, by Nik Ripken. Both
books address a similar issue:
persecution. The norm for the
last 2,000 years has been for
Christians to be persecuted by
governments, communities and
families, so be prepared for a
lot more heartache than happy
endings in The Insanity of
Obedience. Yet for all that,
Ripken leaves us in awe of
God’s sovereignty.
Aptly, Brother Andrew writes
the foreword to this testimonial
survey of suffering Christians
across the globe. It is very well
researched and, while (perhaps
correctly) biased towards the

author’s experience working in
Muslim countries, draws on
examples from across the globe.
It deals with, for example, why
intense persecution in the USSR
crippled the Church, whilst the
same in China resulted in the
greatest church grown the
world has ever seen. The book
emerges out of an earlier work,
The Insanity of God, (I don’t
recommend that one; even
Brother Andrew found it a hard
read!), which follows the
author and his wife’s earlier,
crushing experience going from
a fruitful, dynamic church
planting situation in East
Africa, to Somalia, where more
Christians were killed for their
faith during the Ripkens’ time
of ministry than they actually
brought to Christ (net result,
sharply negative church
growth). It also resulted in the
tragic death of their son.
Picking up the pieces of their
lives, their faith intact but
radically changed, they set out
to take a good, hard look at
what is really going on in the
world of persecuted Christians.
Although highly engaging, this
book is hardly bedtime reading
as it deals with the toughest of
topics: how Muslim
Background Believers relate to
their wives (or rather, how
many don’t), matters of
baptism, inter-generational
evangelism within families,
dealing with traitors (the socalled “Judas’s”), church
planting with minimal foreign
help, and so on. While many of
these would appear to only be
distantly relevant to the work

we do with students during
their time in the UK, there is no
doubt that we need to get a
much better understanding of
the issues they will face homeside.
I am increasingly concerned
that I am not sufficiently
showing students the ‘small
print’ of discipleship, even as I
share the Good News with
them. We invite them to follow
Jesus, but we can barely
prepare them for all that means
before they go home. In
reading this, I have been
challenged to present Christ
more as the Treasure hidden in
the field, the Pearl of Great
Price, than a lifestyle choice.
Not that we should hesitate to
preach Jesus! When my
cardiologist explained the
massive reconstructive surgery
that I needed to go through a
few years ago, the fact that she
would not experience the
postoperative pain did not
mean she was wrong to
recommend it. She saved my
life. Yet the fact that she
understood what she was
asking me to undergo helped
immensely and enabled us to
trust her as we faced the
trauma.

challenges they may face. This
should not stop us proclaiming
Christ, any more than my
cardiologist should have
ignored my aneurysm to save
me the pain of surgery. Rather,
the fact that obedience to Christ
is more than worth even the
suffering explained in this
book, should make our case for
Him even more compelling.
If you ever find yourself
wondering whether what we do
is worth it, read this book. It
will lead you to the inevitable
conclusion that Jesus is more
precious than we had ever
imagined.

The Insanity of Obedience is
available from Amazon and
Eden.co.uk

In our work, we have a critical
part to play in sharing the most
important news ever during a
narrow window of time when
many students might have the
only opportunity in their lives
to respond to the good news.
But at our peril (or rather,
theirs), we often fail to
understand the immense
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