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About this booklet
This booklet is designed for you – the Christian who wants to engage in God’s global
mission. From church pastor to church member to mission partner, every Christian
has been given the privilege by God to play their part in making Christ known. But
what this looks like – whatever your role may be – will vary depending on where your
mission partner is in their journey from home to overseas mission to home again.
Time and again we hear from churches saying, ‘How can we better support our
mission partner as they prepare to go overseas?’ or ‘What can we be doing better
to help our mission partner in their ministry, now they’re 3,000 miles away?’. Sadly,
we also see the other side – mission partners who say, ‘No-one was there to help us
as we transitioned back to life in England.’ or churches who say, ‘We haven’t heard
from our mission partner in six months.’ We’ve written this booklet to help churches,
individual Christians and mission partners know the kinds of things to expect at the
three stages. We hope this guide will equip you for mutually beneficial partnerships
where all sides feel loved, supported and, ultimately, God is given great glory.
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The mission partner lifecycle
The lifecycle is an elementary part of a child’s
education. Remember The Very Hungry
Caterpillar? We are hardwired to think in
terms of the developmental stages of living
organisms.
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Nothing is static, whether frogs or butterflies, companies
or congregations. Everything is on a trajectory: birth →
growth → stability → decline → death.
Have you thought about the lifecycle of a mission partner?
There are stages in a mission partner’s development. It
begins with acceptance into a mission organisation, then
goes on throughout their subsequent missionary life,
with many twists and turns. Most will return to their home
country for retirement or continued service.

ion

Commiss

For ease, we could classify these stages in this way:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Optimist (pre-departure)
Learner (1-2 years in location)
Established (3-7 years in location)
Experienced (7+ years in location)

Or less favourably in this way:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Ignorant
Survivor
Workaholic
Pessimistic

In Acts 13-14 we see the mission partner
lifecycle in just three stages:
1. Commission
2. Mission
3. Recommission

3
Recommission
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In Acts 13:1-3 Paul and Barnabas are commissioned for service
from the church in Antioch.
From 13:4 – 14:25, they journey through Cyprus, Pisidian Antioch
and then on to Iconium, Lystra and Derbe. The church’s global
mission is underway.
Finally, they return to Antioch in 14:26, reporting on the door
of faith opened by God. It is from this point that both are
recommissioned for their second missionary journey (15:35-41).
These three stages shape our reflections on the mission partner
lifecycle.
Churches, individuals, mission partners and mission organisations
can think about their partnerships through these three stages.
There is continuity and discontinuity across each stage. For
example, practical help and accountability put in place before
departure will ideally last the course until return. Equally, it will
evolve as the mission partner becomes more established in their
mission service.

2

Mission

“

Adjusting our
expectations as
partners could be the
difference between
a flourishing and
mutually beneficial
mission partnership
and one that drifts,
eventually running
aground.
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Commission
In Acts 13:1-3, the church in Antioch commissions Saul and Barnabas
for cross-cultural, gospel-centred ministry. Two things stand out
about the church.
First, they serve
The word is commonly translated ‘worshipping’
(v2) but might more helpfully be understood
as ‘serving’. The primary service of these men
(the prophets and teachers) would have been
the preaching and teaching of God’s word to
the wider congregation. The Spirit confirms
Barnabas and Saul’s appointment for overseas
mission in the context of a church hearing
God’s word and responding in prayer and
fasting.

Second, they send
A more literal translation of verse 3 is that the
church ‘let go’ of Saul and Barnabas. They
release them. These two are eager to get on
with the work and so the church do everything
possible to aid their departure. The Holy Spirit
graciously confirms what the church had
sensed all along.
Picture a sending church this way: during a
Sunday service the children go out to their
teaching groups. First there is teaching followed
by some instructions from the front. This is
followed by a prayer for the children. Finally they
are sent out to their groups elsewhere. In the case
of the more eager ones, they are literally released!
Similarly a church centred around God’s word,
responding in prayer and devotion, should also be
a sending church, releasing people for the work of
the gospel, far and near.
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“

While they were
worshipping the
Lord and fasting,
the Holy Spirit said,
‘Set apart for me
Barnabas and Saul
for the work to
which I have called
them.’ So after they
had fasted and
prayed, they placed
their hands on
them and sent them
off. Acts 13:2-3

What can sending churches do as they prepare to send out workers?

Start praying
● Start praying for new workers. The mission belongs to God but he invites us
to play our part in this great work. The Lord’s Prayer features in our regular
gatherings, but so should the other Lord’s prayer: ‘The harvest is plentiful,
but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out
workers into his harvest field.’ (Luke 10:2)

● Start praying for specific mission partners, as they become known to you. Find
out about their family and long-term ministry plans and pray for them. Prayer
connects what space and time divides. Start as you mean to go on, in prayer.

● Start praying for specific needs. The weeks and months leading up to a

mission partners’ departure are fraught with challenges. It’s one thing to
move house, it’s another thing to move continents. It’s one thing to renew
your passport, it’s another thing to apply for a visa!

Keep teaching
● That the gospel is for all nations. Keeping a world vision in the local church

means keeping half an eye on the story of God’s outgoing, nation-reaching
mission from Genesis to Revelation, Sunday by Sunday, not just on world
mission day and not just from passages like the Great Commission.

● That the gospel keeps giving. It can be a daunting prospect to commit to a

mission partner when resources are tight. Without a firm grasp of the grace
of giving seen in the Lord Jesus Christ, any good intentions will not be turned
into action, as the Corinthians were warned (2 Corinthians 8:10-12). The Lord
Jesus Christ always gives what he expects of his church, whether people,
resources or finances.
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● That the harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. It is easy for
Christians to look around them and draw the conclusion that the
workers are plentiful and the harvest is small. The reality is that
people will rarely volunteer for this mission. That’s perhaps why
Jesus teaches that his disciples must be dispatched, thrust out!

● That mission engagement is rooted in discipleship. We see this
in Antioch in Acts 13, but also in Luke’s Gospel. A crowd of 72
are sent out hot on the heels of three individuals who failed to
grasp the cost of discipleship (9:57-10:3). It is no surprise that
these events are placed together by Luke. Mission isn’t bolted
on to discipleship, it is integral to it.

3. Get organised
● Talk to the relevant mission organisation as soon as possible.

Sending mission partners well requires organisation over
months, if not years. The church, prospective mission partner
and mission organisation need to talk. Who does what? When
does it need to be done? What are our collective blind spots?

● Take stock of what a mission partner needs to do prior

to departure. There are few ‘to do lists’ as long as those
belonging to overseas mission partners: health checks,
budgets, raising funds, orientation, church visits, booking
flights, applying for visas, arranging shipping, arranging shortterm accommodation, organising farewell gatherings. The
list goes on. What could you do for those planning to serve
overseas? How can you organise those in your church to help
with some of these things?

● Put support structures in place and stick to them. A nominated

‘link person’ is essential but make sure the pastor isn’t too
distant from the mission partner. These relationships can prove
invaluable beyond the early stages, during times of transition or
difficulty. Be realistic about how often you plan to write or speak
and what you plan to write or speak about. What questions are
pertinent to a single person as opposed to a married person?
How will you show support for young children or teenagers?
Remember that a send-off is over in a flash for a church, but is a
series of events over months for the mission partner.
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● Make financial commitments and (as far as possible) stick

with them. Paul urged the Corinthians to excel in their giving
by honouring their pledges (2 Corinthians 8:6-15). The longer
a mission partner is in the field, the harder it is to build new
support during leaner times. Whether a church or individual
giver, plan to give for the duration of the mission partner
placement, not just for the first few years.

● Don’t underestimate the value of practical help, whether

babysitting, cleaning or hosting farewell gatherings. The
emotional upheaval will ripple out to family members left
behind too. Pray for those who will say goodbye but not
feature in the publicity or church interviews.

“

Time and time again we have been amazed by
the goodness of God during our preparations for
going to Zambia. We’ve seen incredible financial
generosity and prayerful commitment from
churches and individuals partnering with us, and
we’ve had prayers answered about a house and
for our work permit. We’ve been so encouraged to
visit our supporting churches and hear the Bible
preached faithfully and God’s people eager to hear
and respond in faith, prayer and worship. We’ve
been amazed at the genuine interest of people in
what we’re going to do. Thank God with us for his
goodness to us. Andy and Rachel Symons, Zambia
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Mission
When your mission partner has arrived at their
destination, they’ll begin adapting to a new climate,
language and culture. Two years later, they are all
but established. How can you let the gospel set
the agenda as you build the relationship with your
mission partners?
Three themes stand out from Paul’s first missionary journey in Acts
13-14. The key is in 14:27 where Paul and Barnabas report on how
God ‘opened a door of faith to the Gentiles’.

1 Mission is gospel-centred

The word ‘gospel’ is mentioned four times in Luke’s account of
Paul’s travels (13:32; 14:7, 15, 21). Whether in the Jewish context
of Pisidian Antioch or the polytheistic surroundings of Lystra and
Derbe, the proclamation of the Lord Jesus Christ is the means by
which the door of faith is opened by God. This is reinforced for
the church in Antioch, especially because the frontiers are being
stretched beyond anything they had seen before.

10

●

Be interested in the open doors for faith in the particular
context your mission partner serves.

●

Be proactive and ask your mission partner for stories and
news of people coming to faith, growing in faith and sharing
faith. Use technology to your advantage: Skype, FaceTime
and WhatsApp are all ideal for sharing news and prayer
points.

●

Keep praying for open doors for the gospel for your
mission partner. But remember that what you might
enthusiastically see as an ‘open door’ can often mean
upheaval and transition for your mission partner.

2 Mission is contextual

The gospel is translated within the culture and customs in which Paul lived. It is
hardly surprising that he re-tells the history of God’s people Israel when he is sharing
the gospel in a synagogue in Pisidian Antioch. He quotes five times from the Old
Testament before seeking a response from his audience (13:38). By contrast there
are no references to the Old Testament when he shares the gospel in Lystra. Here
the people are immersed in a Greek supernatural world view. Paul still brings ‘good
news’ (14:15, 21), but frames the message in categories familiar to the Lystrans.
He states that the creator God is not distant from his creation and that - true to
expectation - the one true God has decisively broken into time and space. What’s
more, this creator God requires a response.
The good news of Jesus Christ is both above and at home in cultures different from
our own. Therefore, be creative in how you encourage a growing gospel partnership.

“

...He had
opened a
door of
faith to the
Gentiles...
acts 14:27

● Appreciate differences. The way the gospel

is packaged and delivered varies significantly
from country to country. Using ‘Two Ways to
Live’ in post-communist Europe requires careful
thought. How would a hearer understand the
description of God as ‘loving ruler’?

● Consider visiting your mission partner. There is

no substitute for tasting cross-cultural mission
first hand: Stumble over your words whilst
enthusiastically meeting local Christians. Listen
to a sermon in the local language. Attend a
prayer meeting whilst melting in the humidity.
But plan these visits well. Many mission partners
struggle to say ‘no’ to the goodwill suggestions
of keen supporters!

● Make connections with aspects of culture. Plan a
shared church lunch with food relevant to where
you mission partner is.

● Use mission partners wisely on home visits. Make
sure there is a balance between conversational
encouragement (stories, presentations, meals)
and ministry encouragement (sermons).
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3 Mission is costly

Paul impressed this truth on the churches he later visited (Acts 14:22). It is striking how
comfortable Paul was speaking about hardships in the Christian life. Here, in Luke’s
only recorded teaching within a church, Paul shapes expectations of discipleship: we
will be ‘pressed in’ and afflicted as we await the fullness of Christ’s kingdom. Paul’s
personal testimony was evidence of this. In response to his preaching in Lystra, the
Jews stir up the crowd, stone Paul, drag him outside the city and leave him for dead.
When Paul is found, Luke says that he ‘got up’ (‘rose up’ 14:20). It is a picture of
Christ-centred ministry. Cross-cultural gospel mission will feel like death at times but,
through Christ, will bear the marks of new life beyond the grave.
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●

Be real about the costs on your mission
partner. There is always a risk of focussing
on results, numbers or progress to the
point where a mission partner will struggle
to share the costs of ministry for fear of
looking like a failure.

●

In communications with your mission
partner, remember that cross-cultural work
is slow work. Understanding language and
what makes people tick can take years of
trial and error. It is also exhausting. It’s one
thing to teach the importance of context
when leading a bible study - imagine doing
this in a country where there is no single
word that translates as ‘context’! Or take
privacy: interruptions are more common
in cultures that prize relationships above
deadlines or tasks - marking papers or
writing sermons can quickly become
curtailed! Now try doing all the above in
32ºC and 90% humidity!

“

The partnership with Mark and Jane and the family is really important for
us as a church. Through receiving timely prayer information each month,
plus visits and videos on a regular basis, we feel that we know what is
happening in Naples and the various challenges and encouragements
that the Odens are experiencing. This enables us to keep a focus on
evangelism in our praying whilst the fact that a good number of people
help financially means that there is the feeling of real investment in mission.
Supporting this new church helps us to go back to basics ourselves and
reminds us about what the essentials are in seeing the Lord build his
Church. Rev Angus MacLeay, St Nicholas Church Sevenoaks

“

In the early days in Naples, the love and care of our church family sustained
us as we adjusted to life in a new culture. Conversations with people from
St Nicholas as they’ve visited us have been key moments in shaping and
directing our work out here. Equally, hearing news of individuals taking risks
for the sake of the gospel through the ministry at St Nicholas, has spurred
us on to do the same. Mark and Jane Oden, mission partners in Italy
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Recommission
Missionaries in a bygone era, who travelled the world
by sea, had a significant advantage over those of
today. Their journeys to and from other continents
would take weeks, not hours. This afforded time to
process what ‘re-entry’ would entail, whilst they were
leaving one culture and relocating into another.
Nowadays, one long-haul flight and a couple of airport transfers at most - only add to the feeling of disorientation experienced by
returning missionaries.
What was on Paul’s mind as he sailed from Attalia back to Antioch
at the end of Acts 14?
We do not know, other than his apparent eagerness to share news
with the church. He had witnessed both joyful reception to the
gospel and outright hostility. He had seen Gentiles come to faith
in Christ for the first time. He had experienced the challenge of
communicating Christ cross-culturally. He had discovered the cost
of cross-cultural mission.
But Paul wasn’t returning to Antioch to retire or pick up his former
trade. He wanted to enlarge the local church’s vision for God’s
mission. His visit lasted a long time (v28). During his stay he
reported on all God had done through him and his companions
amongst the Gentiles (v27). Some time later he was off again, this
time with Silas (15:36-41).
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Paul didn’t seem to do retirement. Instead, throughout his life, he
thought in terms of recommission.
Luke only gives us Paul’s perspective on events in Antioch, which
begs the question:

What do churches need to consider to effectively
support returning mission partners?
Churches send and receive
Truth be told, churches are better at sending than receiving. For
one, there is momentum and expectancy when mission partners
depart. But, depending on the strength of the partnership, there is
a tendency to lose touch over time. Names and faces can become
less familiar as congregations change over the years.
Churches must be proactive when their mission partners return
home and bear in mind the sense of bewilderment for those
returning.
Re-entry has been compared to bereavement due to the immense
sense of loss. Numbness, anger and confusion may not be far away
during the early months of a return. Remember mission partners
have left ‘home’ and are entering a context that will now feel
foreign.
The description of Odysseus returning from his
epic journey describes what many returning
missionaries feel but struggle to articulate:
‘Ithaca showed to him an unaccustomed face;
he did not recognize the pathways stretching
into the distance, the quiet bays, the crags
and precipices. He rose to his feet and stood
staring at what was his own land, crying
mournfully: “Alas! and now where on earth am
I?”’ (The Odyssey, Homer)

15

Churches must listen and learn
It follows that the first thing a church can effectively do is make
space to listen and learn from returning mission partners. That
seemed to be Paul’s aim at the end of Acts 14. It should become
the main objective of any local church and can be done in different
ways.
Firstly, it can take place formally. Many churches run a tight timetable
during services but include moments for interview and testimony.
Hearing from a mission partner can be hugely refreshing, but do not
expect them to say everything that needs to be said in three minutes!
Instead use this time to trail conversations that can be picked up
after the service and a longer ‘reporting back’ opportunity at a later
date. A short interview whets the appetite for follow up conversations
later.
Don’t shy away from asking questions such as ‘How does it
feel to be back?’ or ‘How did God encourage you in the months
leading up to your departure?’ Ask questions that affirm the
experience of change and avoid the assumption that returning
mission partners are taking everything in their stride. This will
help the congregation relate to them.
Informally there’s likely to be even more opportunity to listen and
learn from mission partners. One returning missionary couple
shared that although they felt welcomed home, the one thing that
they had longed for was an invitation to someone’s house for a cup
of tea. These are the occasions where you get a sense of the state
of mind and heart of the returning mission partner. What are they
feeling? Who are they missing? How is their walk with the Lord?
How are their plans for the next step?
These informal meetings also give mission partners the time to
talk with church leaders and mission groups about the elephant
in the room – money. If churches know the mission partner’s
financial situation, they will be better placed to understand how the
transition will affect the mission partner’s financial position – and
what practical steps the church can take to help out.
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Mission partners return for recommission
One of the most encouraging things a church can do for their returning mission
partners is to affirm that their return is not merely an end, but also a new beginning.
Returning to what was once home can feel more like decommissioning than
recommissioning. We think of buildings or equipment that are shut down and
removed from operation for the sake of reducing costs and minimising risks. That can
be what it feels like for a mission partner on their return, especially if their overseas
placement ended suddenly or poorly.
Consider a trapeze artist flying through the air at great height. For a split second they
let go of one trapeze as they reach out for the next. For a period of time, a mission
partner will be vulnerable: leaving one life, culture, social setting and ministry, and
grasping for another unknown one.
But the middle chapters of Acts suggest no such grounding to a halt in God’s
mission. The growth of the word of the Lord at this time was reflected in the
momentum of the local church (6:7; 12:24; 19:20). Although Paul took time in Antioch,
it soon became evident that he would carry on making Christ known and discipling
believers.
Unless health is an issue requiring extended
rest or recovery, churches should encourage
mission partners to see themselves as being
recommissioned for future service. They may
be beginning a new ministry back in the UK,
or entering secular employment, or retiring
from paid work. Whichever way, they will still
be a Christian, called by Christ to make and
mature other disciples.

“

But the word of God
continued to spread and
flourish acts 12:24
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To recommission your mission partner is therefore a great way to ‘conclude’ a gospel
partnership. It doesn’t need to be as formal or public as at the point of commission. A
prayer meeting or home group bible study could easily provide the context to mark
the next step. The point is, the mission partner and the local church have much gospel
work still to do and these moments provide great opportunities for growth.

“

‘Are you settled?’ was one of the most frequently
asked and most difficult to answer questions
when we returned back to the UK. The bumpy
landing in gale force winds when we arrived is a
good illustration of a bumpy beginning. But we
serve a sovereign God who in the midst of all this
provided for us to an extent that we often shook
our heads in amazement. We are very grateful to
all who were part of God’s gift to us as they prayed,
supported us financially and encouraged us in so
many other ways. From provision of a car, furniture
and money, to people helping with the move and
offering heart-warming hospitality, to overwhelming
encouragement in the form of phone calls,
Christmas cards, Facebook messages and faithful
prayer support. Thorsten and Kerstin Prill, Scotland
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Further resources
If you want to look further into some of the ideas discussed in this booklet, we have a
range of blog entries on the Crosslinks website that you can read. Go to:
crosslinks.org/blog
Commission
Why our church has mission partners
What’s it like moving your family overseas?
Mission
Prayer. People. Pennies.
What to say to a mission partner on home leave
What not to say to mission partner kids
6 reasons to visit your mission partner
Praying for missionary kids
10 small ways to support your mission partner
Tips for praying for your mission partner
What’s it like to be a missionary kid?
Eight ideas to support your mission partner even better
Recommission
Coming home as an angry alien
The pain in returning home
The shame in returning home
The guilt in returning home
Returning from overseas mission
To find any of these, type the title into the search bar on the Crosslinks website.
We also recommend the following books:
Serving As Senders - Today Neal Pirolo, ISBN 978-1880185247
Missions: How the Local Church Goes Global Andy Johnson, ISBN 9781433555701
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About Crosslinks
Crosslinks exists to help people get involved in God’s mission. We believe every
Christian has a part to play in God’s plan for the world.
Crosslinks has workers in more than 35 countries worldwide. Over 130 of these are
long-term mission partners sent by churches in Britain and Ireland. We also help
indigenous workers run gospel projects in their home nations and provide bursaries
to enable those in less well-off countries to study for ministry. In addition, Crosslinks
has a short-term programme, sending men and women to serve across the globe.
All Crosslinks workers are engaged in word ministry, with the Bible at the forefront of
what they do.
Get involved today at www.crosslinks.org
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