
How to Evangelize International Students

By Victor Beshir

Many think of overseas as the only place for missions.  I have met many youths who dream of going to Africa or Mexico to evangelize.  This is a good zeal, but I have shocking news for you.  Did you know that every year there are about 500,000 students from all over the world study in USA.  These half million students are some of the brightest and most open-minded students in their countries.  Although, they mainly come to enrich themselves academically, they also come with a deep thirst for other things as well.  They are interested in how we live in the western societies and what we believe in.  They like to see how we live in our homes and how we deal with our spouses and children.  
While some think of going overseas, God permits us to have people from overseas come to our cities and towns, and they’re eager to contact us, as we will see later. This reminds me about what happened on the Pentecost day, when people from almost every nation on earth were in Jerusalem when the Holy Spirit descended on the apostles.  St. Peter used the opportunity and evangelized people from all over the world with his sermon.  As a result, 3000 people believed in Our Lord and got baptized (Acts 2).  God gives us a similar opportunity by bringing half a million students from all over the world to study in USA.  Additional big number of international students also study in Canada, Australia, and Europe.  So, before thinking about going overseas, think of evangelizing the international citizens who already in your backyard.      
Mr. Zufikar Al Bhutto, a former prime minister of Pakistan, the largest Muslim country in the world, had sent his daughter, Benazir Bhutto, to study in USA.  Before her leaving to USA, he told her: 
“You will see many things that surprise you in America and some that may shock you. But I know you have the ability to adapt.  Never forget that the money it costs to send you comes from our people. You owe them a debt, a debt that you can repay by using your education to better the lives of our people.” 

These words reveal the motivation of the international students and they also show the pressure they may have which required a lot of help from western people.  Nine years later this young woman became the first lady in Pakistan after her father had been assassinated.  Now think, for a moment, about the opportunity the people around Benazir Bhutto could have had while she was in the USA.  They could have given her a better introduction to American life than the one she probably had by watching television and movies.  Think of the Christian ethics she could have learned that may impact a whole nation.  Above all, think about a Christian person or a couple who could introduce her to a better understanding of Christianity—even if, in the end, she chooses not to believe in Christianity.  She may have had good influence on how the Christian minorities live in Pakistan.







+   +    +      

While we dream of missionary work overseas, God already sends us some of the best people from other countries.  If we evangelize them, they may become the best evangelism workers in their own countries.  They may do much better job than the missionary workers who spend years to learn the languages, social life, customs, and other things in order to evangelize—and even after those missionaries learns all that-they may not be welcomed because they still consider  strangers.  In other words, God sends the international leaders of tomorrow to us in order to attract them to love of Christ and give them the necessary tools to become too.  In an April 13, 1992 Time Magazine article about international students, USA receives students from 193 countries.   

What I am saying about USA also applies to Canada, Europe, and Australia.  So, if you are not in USA, do not think that this evangelism opportunity is only available in the USA.  I think the evangelism of international students is a great field for all of us in the western countries, as you will see later.  

Indeed, some of these students accepted Christianity while they were studying in USA.  Here are some examples.  Mr. Weiming Cao of China wrote, “I was a visiting scholar, and this September my wife went back to China.  I had to move out of the house where we lived, and Dr. Jim and Mrs. Nancy Katekeru provided a house to me.  When I lived with them, they told me much information about Christianity that makes sense to me and I made a decision to receive Jesus as my Savior.  After that I felt peaceful and happy.”

“Mr. Bakht Singh, a Sikh man came from Northern India to study engineering in Canada.  He met a Christian couple who reached out to him in love and friendship. They gave him a Bible and encouraged him to meet other Christians.  Through their help in Bible study, Mr. Singh became a Christian and when he returned home he started evangelism activities that led to establish over 700 churches in India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Nepal.”
      

I could go on telling you about more successful evangelism stories, but the message is the same one; God already sends us some people who are thirsty to find the truth.  They are waiting in your backyard.  If you open your heart, you may not only attract them to the love of Christ, but you may, with the grace of God, turn some of them to great evangelism workers.       
Most of these international students come with eagerness to have friendships with Americans and to get help with the language and in going around.  Once a friendship starts, they are mostly willing to learn more about our faith.  Remember, youth years are the years when a person is forming his/her identity and thoughts; the person is mostly in a searching mode for the meaning of life, religion, thoughts, and life style.  Therefore, this is a golden opportunity for us in the western world to evangelize without having to go to any other countries.  
Where to find the international students?

The answer is obvious; they are in universities and higher education institutions.  If you are a student, then you already have international students in your college and you probably meet them every day.  However, if you are not a student, what should you so to get in touch with international students?

There are a few ways.  One is to find Coptic Students in your church and work with them as a team to evangelize those international students.  Another way is to visit the campus of a local university or a higher institution.  Most of the American universities have chapels for worship, students clubs, and magazines having different announcements of coming events.  Some chapels’ pastors are willing to help you to start a friendship with those students.  Attending one of the student clubs or participating in one of their events can help in getting in touch with some international students.  Sometimes just walking on the campus, you will find international students who you may approach and talk to.

The Needs of International Students:

The needs of international students make them look for help, friendship, and hospitality.  Their needs would be a good starting point of a relationship that would easily get into evangelism.  Here’re some of their needs: 

1- They feel like strangers and need help.
2- They lack some essential skills needed to live in a western society which make them eager to establish relationship with citizens of the country.
3- They need to learn and practice the language. 

4- They have a high level of intellectuality which helps them communicate with others. 

5- They are eager to have a first-hand experience of the western life.
6- They are open to new thoughts.
7- They are touched by hospitality and finding someone who cares about them and who fills their empty life during their stay in a strange society.
8- They need faithful friendship and warm families that give them the feeling of acceptance and to fill the vacuum occurred when they left behind warmth of their families and friends at home.

9- They need someone who can talk on their level and answer their deep questions which are related to different issues and questions.  Some of these questions are what I call the eternal questions, which ask about man existence, the cosmos, evil and good, God’s existence, morality, and the meaning of life.      
How to evangelize international students?

Let me first say that you will find that evangelizing international students is much easier than evangelizing Americans, Canadians, Europeans, or Australians   How to approach the international students? 

1- Prayers 

Prayer is one important tool that is mostly missing.  We are eager to go and talk, but slow to first spend time in prayers.  See what our Lord did; first He spent the first forty days before starting His public service in fasting and prayers (Matt 4).  Then after that, while His disciples left to sleep, He went to the mountain and spent the whole night in prayers (Mark 6:46).   We need to pray to God to open the doors and guide us to the people that He wants us to meet.  There is a big difference between our own attempt to assign people and talk to them and when God sends us to someone.  God knows hearts of people and their needs and He is the only One who can match their needs with the right servant.  God has a plan for each person and we need to follow His guidance.  Just try it before you start a service, if you pray long enough, you will see the hands of God in every step.  He will arrange almost everything in an amazing way.  Mostly, He will give you the right directions to follow.  The person of prayers follows God and just watches for His eminent work.     

2- Be Ready to Serve
The Lord gives us Himself as an example when He says, “Just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.” (Matt 20: 29)  Also, before instituting the Eucharist, He washed His disciples’ feet.  To wash a person’s feet, you need to be physically in a level that is lower than the person’s position.  So, the Lord lowered Himself before His disciples and washed their feet.  To be a good servant of God, you need to learn how to wash feet of others, which means you need to be ready to lower yourself and serve the needs of others. 

Evangelizing international students starts with serving their needs, whatever these needs are.  You serve with love, as if you serve the Lord Himself, as He taught us “Assuredly, I say to you, inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these My brethren, you did it to Me.” (Matt 25: 40)  What a pleasure it is if we serve the Lord.  Whenever you serve an international student think of Jesus as if He was a stranger in our world.  Whatever you offer this stranger, the student, your offer is directly given to the Lord.   What a pleasure it is to show hospitality to the Lord and open our homes to help those people to overcome the lonely feelings of being in a strange land.       
A young couple came from India to find a Christian family who offered them help in a time when one of them was sick and hospitalized.  The father of the young wife sent a thank you letter to the Christian family saying, “I never met a Christian who acts as sister or as a brother before.  I never thought a Hindu could be attached with love to a Christian until my daughter told me of how much she loves you and how much help you gave her.”  Service is the unspoken language of love.  Service with love is the whispering language that is heard louder in the hearts of those who receive the service than any loudspeaker.  

Some people think that to serve God is to teach in Sunday school or to preach to others.  But before all of the teaching and preaching, serving others should come first.  The lesson of kneeling down and washing the feet should be done first and should continue to accompany the service of teaching.       
3- Offer Yourself as a Good Friend
First, you offer your help whatever this help could be and as a result of your help the person opens his/her heart.  Now, it is the time to offer your friendship.  The first duty of friendship is to be available to your friends whenever they need you.  The second duty is to spend time with your friends. But, before these two duties, you need to open your heart with a Christian love which will help you fulfill the duties of friendship with joy.  Another aspect of friendship is sharing of a meal or thoughts.   For youth, I would rather have this help and friendship come from a group of good Christian servants, not a single person.  The group would better serve the needs.  The group will also allow the international student to have choices of who to mingle with.  If you are the only servant around, then I would rather have a male student evangelize a male international student or a female evangelizes a female international student.  The reason for this is the culture the international students comes from; mostly she would be more comfortable and more open spiritually to deal with a female like her than to deal with a man.   
4- Preach With Deeds
Your first evangelism step should be without words.  The step is to show real Christianity in action.  Let the person see the good Christianity written not by words, but with great love, care, friendship, patience, sacrifice, humbleness, purity, joy, endurance, grace, tolerance, giving, respect to all, wisdom, speaking in clean and respectful language, and meekness.   

You do not know how much you will shake this person when he/she sees you dealing with love and respect in your home, especially if he/she comes from a family or a country where the father is the dominant power and he has no respect to others in the family and considers women and children as a second class or as an object in the house.   Put aside the propaganda you sometimes hear about other religions, because the reality is deadly.  I lived in societies where the wife has no rights and the man can say one word, as “you’re divorced,” and she has to leave the house immediately, and the husband is allowed to marry more than one wife and she has to accept.  For students coming from such background seeing Christian home full of love and respect is a heaven, and without doubt is on a greater level of humanity.  
I visited a country where a person will not invite his own brother to visit him because of fear that the brother could be attracted to his wife and the wife could leave him to go with his brother.  This was not one person or few; rather it was the feeling of a whole country.  Can you think of the shock you will give to a person coming from such a country when you gladly invite him/her to your home to discover the deep loyalty in your home and the great trust you have in other members of your household?          

A friend of mine was working in an African country and met a French teacher who attracted many to the Christian faith.  He started to wonder how the teacher could do that in a country where its majority of people, if not all, are fanatics.  When he visited the teacher’s home, he noticed that his home is open to many native people and he rarely eats alone; there are always native guests eating with him and his family.  This shocked my friend.  He asked himself, how the teacher can welcome such people to his home, and how he shares a meal with them.  Until that time my friend did not fully understand the meaning of service of God. He thought the service is to teach and to love only clean, healthy, and highly social classes of people. 

Many things could shock the international students and prepare the way for evangelism with words.  The most important thing is whenever the student asks about an explanation, be ready to say this is what Christianity taught us and that Christ showed us the way of practical love.  This would lead to what you ask for, and more importantly He gives us the grace to do it; and without His grace man is unable to aspire to this level. 

5- Expose the Person to Christian Habits
When time comes to eat, tell the student that we say a grace before eating to thank God for the food and to ask for His help to offer food for the needy.  Politely ask him/her if he/she does not mind if we say a grace before eating.  If you feel the person is uncomfortable, then you may say, “You do not have to do this, just give us a few silent moments to pray ourselves.”  If you have the habit of reading the Bible together at home, then you may ask the person if he/she likes to sit with you while you have your daily Bible reading.  Pray before you start driving your car and let the person know why do you do this and how our beloved God can hear us in any place.   

After friendship is established, never be afraid to invite the person to share something with you.  For example, you may invite him/her to go to church with you.  In such case, you may say something like this, “We’re going to go to church then we will spend the rest of the day in a park, would you like to spend the day with us?  You will just sit with us in the church and you do not have to do anything except you stand when we stand and you sit when we sit. We will be glad to have you come with us.”    
6- Talk about Your beloved kind God
The god in other religions is a master and people are the slaves who live in fear of him and his punishment.  Hindus, on the other hands, have hundreds of gods and goddess who control everything in people’s life.  People have to satisfy them by giving and visiting certain places.  So, people in other religions never experienced the loving and caring God.  It touches them to see a kind God.   If a woman commits adultery in some religions she should be killed, but Christ says, “Go in peace. I will not judge you.”  A woman was fleeing from her family and saw a Christian preacher, so she started attacking Christianity.  The preacher told her of the story of the adulterous woman and how Christ let her go in peace.  Then he told the woman this is Christ of Christianity compared to your religion which will kill the woman.  Which one should you follow—the one who kills or the one who gives life and forgiveness?  The woman cried bitterly and said, “I am that woman.  My family is searching for me to kill me.” 

Once I was working with a visiting Indian lady who hangs the “Foot Print” story in her office.  I asked her, “Do you this story is a Christian and about Christ?”  Her answer was “Yes.”    Then she told me that the story touches her heart.  Later on, I used to stop at her office every few days to briefly tell her a touching story from the gospel.  

There is no God such as our dear beloved Christ.  Put aside the propaganda that tries to put all religions in the same level and say all are from heaven.  In reality, nothing comes even closer to Christ.  His sweetness, His kind eternal love, His everlasting forgiveness, His humbleness, and His suffering in behalf of us, are just a few examples of the great God we have in Christianity.  As mentioned earlier, other religions have angry gods, envious gods, and gods who ask you to sacrifice yourself and offer your sons and daughters as sacrifices.

When it comes to this life, there is no prophet, god, or goddess who promised to be with his/her people to help them and to give them peace and joy as Christ promised, but rather these gods and goddess add to the misery of people’s life.  

Christ of salvation is another unmatched topic in the other religions.  Hinduism, for example, a person has to reach the Nirvana, and to do that, a person has to go through many circles of re-incarnations in which the person could come back as an animal in a degrading level.  Even with all these, the person is never certain of salvation and forgiveness of sins, which translates into a life full of unrest.   In another religion, you toil all your life but with no guarantee of salvation and forgiveness of sins or eternal life. 

Now, you can see clearly how talking from time to time about our beloved God would carry a real revolution of thoughts inside people from other religions.  Christ would appeal to the needs of their inner heart.  Human beings look for peace and joy, forgiveness of sins, and a loving kind God.  Only Christ can give these.  St. John put it simply, “In Him was life, and life was the light of men … that was the true light which gives light to every man coming into the world … He gives them the right to become children of God, to those who believe in His name …And of His fullness we have all received, and grace for grace … the grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.” (John 1: 1-17). 
Now, you see evangelizing is not as hard as you may think.  Simply, evangelism is to talk about the God who you love and experienced in your life, as St. John says, “That which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands handled … we declare to you.” (1 John 1: 1-3).  Also, in a spiritual way, we have touched the Lord, have seen Him, and have heard Him speaking to the inner rooms of our hearts with an unspoken but powerful language.  Like a person who loves his friend and likes to talk to others about his great friend, we as Christians after having been touched by His love, His kindness, His forgiveness, and His fatherhood, we cannot help but talk about our beloved bridegroom.  Of course, all things we have experienced with God are unlimited—I just mentioned a few here.   
So, what to do?  Just from time to time, use the events or make it a habit to talk about your beloved God in an attractive and touching way.  A wonderful resource for that are the gospels. Read the gospels again and next to each miracle Jesus did, write a reason; for example, because of His kindness, He raised the son of the widow of Naien or because He cares about His disciples, He stopped the storm.  Then read about how He dealt with people, such as the Samaritan woman and other sinners.  The more you read the gospel, the more you will discover the characteristics of our Lord which will amaze you.  

This way, you do not just tell stories, but you tell powerful touching stories about our Savior.  People like to listen to stories, especially if they were told with love.  These stories are aimed at showing the characteristic of our Lord.  Do not just tell the story, but give the reasons behind it, which are still available until today, because Christ is yesterday, today, and forever. 

At this stage, you may give the international student a gospel to read, not a whole Bible.  If you do not have single gospels, give the student the New Testament and suggest to him/her which gospel to start with.       
7- Start the Dialogue
One of the best ways of evangelism, especially with educated people, is to start a dialogue.  Here are some guidelines for an effective dialogue:

a- A good way to start any dialogue is to ask the person: 
“What do you think of (something or subject or behavior)?  
If you pick up an interesting topic, then the person starts to give you his/her opinion.  

b- You need to listen attentively.  Sometimes only listening will attract the person.  Some people in other cultures do not find someone to listen to their ideas and thoughts for one reason or another; therefore, listening to them is a major step in opening their hearts for deeper talks and makes them enjoy your conversations with them.

c- Based on the person you have, you need to offer your answer using science, philosophy, logic, sociology, psychology, history, or whatever approach you feel it would attract the person.   If you do not have a background to speak using the same approach of this person, then offer your conversation using another approach.  You may say something like, “I think sociology offers a good answer, let me explain.”  Then go on to explain using a language and a method comfortable to the person.

d- Do not interrupt and do not try to force your opinion.  

e- Respect his/her opinion no matter how immature the opinion is.  

f- Do not let him/her feel down by speaking from a high level then they are.  Even when you explain things, try to be as close to the person as you can and let the person share in the conversation to reach the conclusion together.
g- Be humble and always give honor and encouragement to the person.  Praise his/her opinion in a way to open their heart to you.  Do not praise wrong opinions or thoughts; just look for something that deserves praising.  I may praise the language, the logical thinking, or the approach, or the starting point, or the enthusiasm of the person, or the feelings.  You can praise so many things without having to praise a wrong opinion.  Our Lord showed us a good example when he praised the Samaritan woman who was a sinner.  When Jesus asked her to go and call her husband and she answered saying, “I have no husband,” Jesus praised the woman saying, “You have well said, ‘I have no husband.’” (John 4:16, 17). Jesus found something to praise the woman, although her life was a shameful one.  

h- After this introduction, you are ready to introduce what the Bible says about the topic of discussion.   Do not be shy to say, “The Bible, the book of Christians, says about this topic,” and start talking.  Make sure not to mention what the Bible says only, but also show that why this opinion is superior using social, psychological, and practical evidences.  
8- Introduce Christianity
Depending on the person, I will use the right method to introduce him/her to Christianity.   For example, the person who is anxious to know more about USA, I usually say, “To understand people and the culture of USA, you need to read this book,” and I give the person a copy of one gospel or the New Testament.  For a person who loves history, I say, “This book is an important book that shaped the history of many nations including this country,” and I give him a gospel.  For a person who is touched by good manners, I introduce a gospel by saying, “You will love this book; it has many touching stories.”  If a person admires your ethics, then you may introduce the gospel by saying, “This is my secret book that shaped all my behaviors.” 

After you introduce the Bible (or part of it first, which I recommend), then you need to follow up with him/her.  But, do not sound like a teacher asking a student for homework.  Do not be pushy.  Let the person take his/her time.  You may say “This book is interesting, isn’t it?” and let the person start talking.  You can also tell them that you were reading from this book and found something and then start sharing what you think would touch that person.  Say it in a way to open his/her eyes to see things that need deep thoughts.     
9- Time for Direct Talk About Christian Faith
After this friendship, dialogue, talking about your beloved God, and introduction to Christianity, it is time to have direct talk about the Christian faith.  In a loving caring tone, you need to share the story of creation, Adam’s fall, the incarnation of the Son, the salvation on the cross, the resurrection, the inheritance of eternal life, the new life in Jesus Christ, and the rest.  You may use the same approaches used by St. Cyril of Jerusalem while he was preparing the catechumen for baptism, as we have read it together in the book “From Darkness to Light.”  
Although you have been friends and had many dialogues, you still need to learn how to walk as the person walks and to stop when the person stops.  What I mean by that is not the physical walking but the speed of acceptance of your talk.  Talk up to what the person can take at the time, and be sensitive to the person’s body language.  Gospel is joyful news, so never say it when a person is not fully listening.   People have different timings; some people need more time than others.  You met a person who is not ready yet; however, your words may work after years down the road.     

10- Acceptance of Christianity 
Whenever you feel that the heart of the person has started to be touched by the gospel, it is time for asking about accepting Christianity.  Before asking, you need to make sure that the person has already heard, seen, and had a good feeling about Christianity.  This question needs to come as the last question in a series of questions.  I do not introduce these questions to be all asked at one time. In fact, it is good to have them span over a period of time to allow the person the time needed to be touched by the spirit of God.  While you may want to follow this sequence of questions, in way I am suggesting that you should follow these question exactly.  At the end your questions will largely depend on the person you are dealing with:

“What do you think of Christianity?”

“Does it offer what the heart needs?”

“Does it offer the spirituality the person need?”

“What do you think of Jesus Christ?”

“Do you think He is God?”

“Is He the loving, forgiven, caring God that people looking for?”

Help the person reach the deepest answers for the above questions.  Then continue by asking about:

“Is salvation important?”

“How can a person be saved?”

Then, with the person, read the first chapters of the book of Acts.  After that you may ask:

“Have you thought about yourself and your salvation?’

If all the answers are positive, then you may come to say,

“As you have seen, to enjoy salvation, you need to have faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.”

 “Do you believe in the Lord Jesus Christ?”

If the answer is ‘yes,” then you talk about baptism.  

Summary

The main core about evangelizing international students is to serve them, make yourself available for them, love them, and then introduce them to Christianity.   How long might this take?  It varies. You need to continue to pray for the student.  People are different; there are easy people who really were waiting to hear the good news and they will accept it in no time.  Then they are ready to get baptized.  Others may take years to accept, while some you will not get to see them accepting the faith, but later on in their life they may accept the faith.  
 I would like to conclude with a story about a friend of mine, who was a Hindu when she came to USA.  Her Christian friend stays for about two years just telling her something very short about Christ every other week.   She told me that after two years, I could not bear to feel forbidden from the light of Christianity, so she asked her friend for a Bible.  When she got the Bible, she said that she stayed almost sleepless for a whole week reading in the Bible and crying.  By the time she finished reading the whole Bible she was ready for baptism.   I met her when she was already a Christian person.       
In conclusion, you are a sower who sows the seeds of the word of God (Matt 13:3-9).  Some of the seeds will fall in the wayside; some will rest in stony places or in thorny places, but eventually some will fall in a good ground that yields a crop.  This is what you will experience.  However, our work is to continue to sow.  Even the good ground might not produce a crop immediately; it might need more time.   You sow, and then God sends someone else to water, and then others too.  Then after years the person accepts the faith.  So, an important lesson in evangelism is not to look for results.  You do your best and God will takes care of the rest.      
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[[Uncle Victor, this part, the note, should be at the very end of the article.]]






