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Introduction 
 
Christian discipleship (that is, growing in our relationship with and likeness to Jesus) is a 
messy, difficult, and necessary business. Even in the most conducive of circumstances it is 
not easy to maintain one’s walk with God.1 There are always distractions, things to be done, 
needs to be met, and so the list goes on. But what about those in ministry, and particularly 
those in a different cultural context to their own? 
 
This article reflects on the issue of maintaining discipleship on the mission field, with 
particular reference to the survey results reported in this edition of Encounters. I write this not 
as an ‘expert’ in the subject of discipleship, but as a fellow-traveller on the journey, who has 
struggled in my home context and overseas to maintain my own relationship with Christ. 
 
 
Super Christians? 
 
How much damage has been done to the work of the gospel by the erroneous perception 
that missionaries and other leaders are somehow in a different class of Christian spirituality? 
 
Surely, so the thinking goes, they do not struggle with the basic disciplines of the faith such 
as prayer and bible reading? Surely they glide effortlessly through their lengthy early morning 
devotionals, unhindered by the distractions of this world and the pressures of life? 
 
Perhaps this is a caricature of the perception of missionaries; perhaps it is not. Whatever the 
case, I do think there is a sense in which it is assumed that those in Christian leadership 
have somehow ‘arrived’ spiritually. God has selected these advanced learners in the school 
of Christ and prepared them for the ministry that now lies before them; they are now ready to 
‘spend and be spent’.  
 
 
Survey results 
 
There were a number of questions in the survey that relate to the issue of discipleship. 
However, because of space and overlap with other articles, I will highlight just a few of the 
most relevant results. 
 

1. 75% of all respondents showed some level of concern that they would 
struggle to maintain their own discipleship (5% were very concerned, 21% 
were quite concerned and 49% were slightly concerned). 

 
2. 73% expressed some level of concern that their character would be 

inadequate for their ministry (3% were ‘very concerned’, 16% were ‘quite 
concerned’ and 53% were ‘slightly concerned’). 

 

                                                 
1 This was evidenced by one student’s remark that she struggled to maintain her personal devotions in the midst of community 
life at college. 
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3. 67% expressed some level of concern that they would end up compromising 
their principles and settle for surviving rather than thriving (5% were ‘very 
concerned’, 20% were ‘quite concerned’ and 47% were ‘slightly concerned’). 

 
Of particular interest were the results for ‘Goals in the area of personal growth’. In this 
section students were asked to rank in order of importance the following goals: ‘An increased 
sense of personal identity’, ‘An ability to identify my true ‘home’’, ‘Maintaining my spiritual life 
through spiritual disciplines’, ‘Maintaining my spiritual life through supportive colleagues’, and 
‘Finding someone with whom to share when I am struggling’. 
 
The results are replicated here for ease of reference. 
 
Goals in the area of spiritual 
growth include:  
(1=top priority; 5=lowest) 

Rated 
1 or 2 

Rated 
1 

Rated 
2 

Rated 
3 

Rated 
4 

Rated 
5 

Rated 
4 or 5 

An increased sense of 
personal identity 

31% 13% 17% 19% 29% 21% 50% 

An ability to identify my true 
‘home’ 

19% 10% 10% 13% 21% 46% 67% 

Maintaining my spiritual life 
through spiritual disciplines 

65% 42% 23% 19% 10% 6% 15% 

Maintaining my spiritual life 
through supportive colleagues 

29% 6% 23% 29% 23% 19% 42% 

Finding someone with whom 
to share when I am struggling 

56% 29% 27% 19% 17% 8% 25% 

 
From this table we see that students place a high priority on maintaining their spiritual life, 
with 65% placing ‘Maintaining my spiritual life through spiritual disciplines’ either first or 
second in their priorities. Less than half of this figure (29%) saw the support of colleagues as 
either top or second priority in their discipleship. Nevertheless, 56% wanted to prioritise 
finding someone with whom to share their struggles. 
 
 
Initial reactions 
 
I have had a few initial responses to the results of the survey: 
 
1. Discipleship is an acknowledged issue. 
If the above caricature of the super-Christian is anything like true, at least the students 
themselves aren’t buying in to it. They are well aware that they are not the finished product, 
but a work in progress. 
 
2. Discipleship is a significant concern. 
Students seem to expect that a life involved in Christian ministry will be tough. That 56% 
would prioritise finding someone with whom to share when they are struggling implies not 
only that they expect to struggle, but also that they cannot go through it on their own. 
 
3. A desire for authenticity in life and ministry. 
Throughout the survey and the focus group on which the questions were based, I have been 
surprised by the sense of inadequacy and insecurity felt by the students. In terms of 
discipleship perhaps this is best illustrated by the concern expressed by students that their 
character won’t be up to the job. Is this a reflection of the self-perception of their 
discipleship? 
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The same could be said of their fear that, once in their ministry context, they will end up 
losing their ideals and settling for just getting by. Is survival all some of them are hoping for? 
How many missionaries labour under the fear of being ‘found out’? How many feel like frauds 
as they find their idealism slowly ebbing away? 
 
4. The need for personal and partnership responsibility 
Having acknowledged that they are not experts, students seem intent on making their 
discipleship a priority. They recognise that this necessitates personal responsibility, as 
exemplified in the high priority assigned to the spiritual disciplines. 
 
In addition to this, students are very aware of the need to work these things out in 
community. They expect to find others with whom to share their lives; they acknowledge their 
sense of dependence on those around them.  
 
Interestingly, they do not necessarily expect this kind of relationship to come from their 
colleagues. This is surprising in that, for many, team mates will officially at least be 
designated as fulfilling this primary supporting role. What is this saying about their 
expectations about working in teams? 
 
 
Reflections 
 
So how can students deal with the fears of failure, overwork, conflict and compromise? How 
can their ministry be an authentic expression of who they are and who they are becoming, 
rather than a detached and formulaic ‘professionalism’? 
 
As I said in the introduction, I am no expert in the field of discipleship, but a fellow-struggler. 
What follows are a few reflective suggestions on how students can cultivate rather than 
compromise their discipleship now and in future ministry. 
 
1. Who is changing whom? 
Perhaps the first stage in approaching ministry (indeed, in approaching life itself!) is the 
fundamental conviction that God has brought us to it in order to change us. 
 
I recently overheard two students discussing how much they were enjoying their ‘Developing 
Spirituality’ course. They were agreeing that we are all too willing to change the world, but 
give little thought to how God might want to change us. 
 
They are on to something.  I don’t think this is a self-centred view of mission or ministry; 
rather, it is a healthy realisation that God is inviting us into the work he is already doing. Of 
course this is for the furthering of his kingdom in the world; but it is also for the growing of his 
lordship and likeness in us.  If this overarching view of ministry – of life! – begins to take hold 
in us, we start to find that our security and identity begin to revolve around a different sphere. 
The silent, assumed questions that anchor our sense of worth and ‘success’ change from 
‘Who am I?’, ‘What am I good at?’, ‘What do others think of me?’, to ‘Whose am I?’ and 
‘What is God choosing to do in me and in this situation?’. 
 
2. Entering a strange world 
The ‘strange world’ I am talking about here is not the alien culture in which the students 
might find themselves in the future. Rather, I am referring to what Karl Barth described as the 
‘strange world’ of the Bible.  I remember vividly a point at which I was really struggling while 
working overseas. We were in a pressured environment and out of our depth in an isolated 
place; but the real issue for me was the intense vulnerability I felt about my faith.  How do 
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you encourage someone in that situation? The minister of my sending church sent me an 
email in which he urged me to keep paying attention to the Bible and to immerse myself in 
the strange world that lay within. 
 
When I teach Old Testament or Hebrew to prospective missionaries I am painfully aware that 
I must connect academic necessity with pastoral urgency. When they are in the midst of 
ministry will they turn to their Bibles expecting the living God to speak to them and into their 
situations? Do they attend to the Word of God for information or for transformation? Is it just 
the raw material for the next sermon or Bible study, or is it a strange yet living world in which 
they encounter God and are comforted, unsettled and nourished? 
 
3. Praying and ceasing 
It is clear from the survey results that the students expect to be busy – perhaps, too busy. 
They will have demands on them both in the quantity of workload and the complexity of their 
tasks. They will be pushed and pulled, stretched and squeezed. 
 
These issues will be covered in detail elsewhere by other contributors, but how will these 
pressures affect discipleship? If my life is anything to go by, it is far too easy for prayer and 
rest to give way. How can I sit still when my mind is racing? How can I allow myself to rest 
when there is so much to do? How can I devote time to myself when there are so many in 
need? 
 
There are numerous issues at play here: How do I best pray? How do I best recharge? What 
are the expectations of working and resting amongst my team mates and the people 
amongst whom I am working?  Praying and Sabbath are about attending to God and 
acknowledging that, yes, the world does indeed keep turning when I stop. It is a decision to 
turn away from the arrogance that assumes that I am in control. It is a chance to reorient our 
dependence from self to God.  
 
4. The importance of others 
The final aspect of discipleship I want to highlight is the role played by those around us in our 
growing in and like Jesus.  Students clearly see those who will be around them as occupying 
a very influential role in their experience of mission.  Students expect colleagues and 
senders to be the cause of both difficulty and help. This is a healthy and realistic sign; sin 
and mess is in and around us all – but isn’t this why we are involved in mission in the first 
place?!  I hope the students will consider how they can include others in the process of 
discipleship. I certainly wish I had done this more in my own cross-cultural experience. 
 
 
Conclusions: The Shape of missional integrity 
 
I want to finish with some reflections by one of today’s most important writers on ministry. In 
his breathtaking book Working the Angles, Eugene Peterson sets out what he sees as the 
shape of pastoral integrity.2
 
Ministers, he says “are abandoning their posts, left and right, and at an alarming rate. They 
are not leaving their churches and getting other job. Congregations still pay their salaries. 
Their names remain on the church stationary and they continue to appear in pulpits on 
Sundays. But they are abandoning their posts, their calling” (p.1). 
 
He then outlines the three basic tasks of pastoral ministry: praying, reading Scripture, and 
giving spiritual direction. Each act is a cultivating of attention to God and what he has done 

                                                 
2 E.H. Peterson, Working the Angles: The Shape of Pastoral Integrity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987). 
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and is doing in us, in his people across the millennia, and in the people we are ministering to 
now. These acts determine the shape of everything else. But, says Peterson, “these three 
acts are quiet. They do not call attention to themselves and so are often not attended to. In 
the clamorous world of pastoral work nobody yells at us to engage in these acts. It is 
possible to do pastoral work to the satisfaction of the people who judge our competence and 
pay our salaries without being either diligent or skilled in them” (p.2). 
 
The point Peterson is making is that, often, the really important things in ministry are the 
things that others do not see and so will not miss if we do not attend to them. 
 
Peterson’s comments are not just for those ministering in their own context. I am convinced 
that missionaries present and future would benefit from heeding his warnings. We do ill 
service to the furthering of God’s kingdom if we do not attend to his work in us and in others. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Please Note: The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the position 
of Redcliffe College. 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  You may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in which case 
please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your comments 
posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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