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One important way of equipping Asian mission movements is through training of emerging 
leaders, and one important way to do that is the use of mentoring. David Pickard of OMF 
International led a workshop on "mentoring Asian leaders", and brought out something from 
each of the three words in the title. 

 

Mentoring 

One key theme of the seminar was that mentoring is more than just training through 
dialogue; it involves sharing life together and being an example and a model. Words like 
presence, respect, trust and integrity came up again and again in the discussion. David said 
that modelling and being present is the key way to mentor leaders. One participant reported 
on a survey of what Chinese church leaders wanted from missionary partners, and found that 
three-quarters of them wanted models of Christian character rather than programmes of 
Christian activity. 

Character and modelling character is the most influential way to provide mentoring and 
training to emerging leaders; of course, we are not likely to be perfect models of Christian 
character ourselves, and it was suggested that team-based ministry can help to give our 
mentees a more rounded view of Christian character than they would get from just one 
mentor. 

 

Asian 

David noted that most material available on mentoring is Western, and needed to be applied 
in an Asian way. We then discussed a number of culture-specific issues when mentoring for 
leadership in Asia. Of course, it was noted that there is no such thing as "Asia" – Mongolians 
expect strong, decisive leaders, whereas Japanese expect consensus-brokers. So while we 
acknowledged that there were no quick answers, there were a number of common factors 
that we noticed. 

There was much discussion of the cross-cultural elements of working with Asian leaders that 
can be a source of confusion to the unwary: often there is an emphasis on saving face that 
makes it difficult for our Asian partners to say "no" to direct requests, and may consequently 
cause them to – from our perspective – overstate their abilities. To counter this, David 
suggested trying to create an atmosphere were it was "Great to try, good to succeed, but OK 
to fail." Similarly, to avoid the mentor being looked to for all the answers, we should focus not 
on providing solutions but asking good questions and encouraging the mentees to find the 
answers for themselves. 

Other differences include the ways that meetings happen, in that often the deliberation 
process happens before the public meeting, and the decision is made by consensus. 
Similarly, sometimes when meeting people for mentoring, their real concern may only come 
out in the final minutes of the session; if we keep to our tight Western schedules and move 
on to our next meeting at this point, we can be accused of not showing concern for people's 
problems! Good listening, sharing meals together and taking the time for people will always 
help the mentoring process; needless to say, mentoring is best done face to face, rather than 
through Skype or over email, and in an informal setting – informal by Asian standards, rather 
than by ours! 
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Leaders 

We pondered what it meant to provide Christian leadership in a context where much 
leadership is hierarchical or based on seniority. Particularly this causes problems for those 
we train in Western Bible colleges and institutions and speak of as emerging leaders, but 
would have no opportunity to be involved in leadership positions when back in their home 
countries. In these situations we need to be considering what it is that makes leadership 
distinctly Christian. David's definition of leadership was "influencing God's people for God's 
purposes for the group", and so the purpose of our mentoring would be to equip leaders to 
be such influencers. He also distinguished between positional authority, which can often be 
expressed quite forcefully in some parts of Asia, from spiritual authority, which is always 
expressed with a servant heart; emerging leaders who cannot be placed in a position of 
authority because of their culture can develop this spiritual authority. 

One of the best way to invest in leaders is to show our commitment to them. We heard 
stories of mentors flying half way across the world to meet with their mentees to try to 
convince them to take a certain course of action; this level of commitment was not only 
deeply impressive to the mentee, but to others in the organisation who witnessed it. This did 
raise the question as to whether such commitment should extend to giving money - but this 
has to be judged based on the specific context. 

Certainly particular Western expectations of funding - the promise of converts, numbers and 
so on - must give way to relationships: the emphasis was on people, not programmes. 

Another excellent way to invest in leaders is to promote them and their ideas: give them 
opportunities to speak about what they are doing or to attend conferences or training 
sessions. 

In summary, we believed that mentoring Asian leaders needs to be a highly personal 
relationship of sacrificial commitment and informal relationship building. Good mentors listen 
well, let the mentee set the agenda and resist the urge to take over and direct the 
relationship. 
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