
Brent Fulton of China Source recently wrote a blog that ad-

dressed some of the challenging questions of duplication in 

training. Brent's suggestions can help Western churches 

begin to assess whether to send their pastors or other 

teachers to offer courses to their partners. While the context 

is China, these concepts apply anywhere in the world. 

With Brent's permission, we share the   

original article below. The dialog is extend-

ed with the responses of other agency and 

church leaders who have experience in 

effective partnering and global training. 

Does China Need More Does China Need More 

Leadership Training?Leadership Training?  

By Brent FultonBy Brent Fulton 

Last week I had two meetings in as many days 

regarding two proposed leadership training 

efforts aimed at Christians in China. Both were 

well thought through and grew out of decades 

of China experience. 

As we looked at the various offerings already available to 

church leaders in China, the question that emerged in both 

cases was, “Is this really needed?” 

One may argue that, particularly in China's major cities, the 

field appears to be getting rather crowded. Options include  

a proliferation of local Bible schools and training centers, 

whether run by the unofficial church or under the auspices of 

the TSPM, online courses and even entire degree programs 

from various schools and organizations around the world, 

itinerating professors from overseas, and opportunities to go 

abroad for studies. 

On the other hand one still does not have to look too far to 

find examples of struggling congregations with under-

equipped leaders. Given the massive growth of China's 

church and the many obstacles to providing training, there 

will always be more Christian leaders needing further equip-

ping. Even where training has been provided, there can be a 

huge mismatch between the curriculum and the practical 

needs of leaders, particularly given the rapidly changing 

ministry context of China. 

Perhaps the better question to ask 

is, “What is our niche, or, what will 

be our unique contribution in this 

environment where, paradoxically, 

training opportunities seem to be 

multiplying yet properly equipped 

leaders are still in short supply?” 

Coming out of my recent conversa-

tions and some further reflection in the days since, here are 

a few suggestions on how to approach this question: 

 

1. Start with relationships 
Simply put, who do you already know who needs equip-

ping? What are their felt needs? Targeting a specific 

group, taking the time to understand their unique chal-

lenges, and staying with them over the long haul is more 

fruitful than attempting to “train leaders for China” 

through a scattergun approach. 

2. Serve the underserved 
In spite of greater freedom to travel and the availability of 

resources online, training opportunities in China are still 

not equally distributed. Rather than seeking out “top lead-

ers” (as more than a few organizations have done), how 

about looking for the most vulnerable leaders in the most 

difficult situations? These could be defined regionally, 

looking at some of China's more out-of-the way or difficult 

to reach areas; or one could focus on traditionally mar-
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ginalized groups such as urban migrants, the church 

among people with disabilities, the elderly, or women in    

ministry. 

3. Bring something new 
Basic Bible, theology, and ministry skills were the main-

stay of training in the 1980s and 1990s, but the church 

today is much better equipped to meet its own needs in 

these areas. Leaders are facing new challenges as the 

church launches into areas such as 

family ministry, counseling, educa-

tion, social engagement, serving chil-

dren and youth, and cross-cultural 

ministry. 

4. Go deep 
Knowledge- and skills-based training 

falls short when it fails to address the 

heart issues of leaders. Among well-

trained, outwardly successfully     

pastors can be found some of the 

loneliest and most desperate serv-

ants of God in China. 

Mentoring and coach-

ing can address the 

deeper spiritual, rela-

tional and character 

qualities that ultimate-

ly make or break a 

leader. 

Taking the time to clearly define what and who is needed 

will go a long way toward ensuring that one is truly meeting 

a need. 

 

A Response from a Training Agency* A Response from a Training Agency*   

Our agency focuses on training pastors who do not have 

adequate access to biblical education. We have a similar 

perspective to Brent’s on the need for training in China and 

see the same factors at play in many other parts of the world 

as well. We share some additional suggestions for Western 

churches seeking to navigate these issues.  

1. Offer practical, biblical training for leaders 

    because it is needed almost everywhere 
In China as elsewhere, the most easily accessed loca-

tions always attract the most ministries. In some places, 

multiple ministries are tripping over each other, and 

churches in those areas can choose from a veritable 

smorgasbord of training opportunities. However, even 

where there are many options, much of this training is 

either little more than basic discipleship or very academic 

in nature. Both of these are needed, but they are not  

adequate for the training of leaders. We find that repro-

ducible, church-based training focused on developing 

both a biblical theology and godly character is still need-

ed in most Chinese churches.  

2. Seek to train leaders in practical ministry  

    skills 
Many Chinese church lead-

ers struggle to apply what 

they know to everyday life 

and ministry. For example, 

many have significant 

struggles in their own mar-

riages, and they often have 

no idea how to help those 

they pastor deal with mari-

tal struggles. As a result, 

one of our most popular 

courses is Christian      

Marriage.  

3. Prepare church leaders to deal 

with new ministry realities 
The church in China is undergoing wrench-

ing change. Rural house-church networks 

are struggling to figure out how to work in 

urban centers as massive migration moves 

people to the cities. In addition, new independent urban 

churches are springing up all over, led by men and wom-

en who usually have no history in the church and often 

little biblical knowledge to guide them. The most common 

request we receive currently is for training in church man-
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Reviewing the Basics 

Training in biblical exposition is always needed–even   

as a refresher. All the pastors at College Church are 

required to attend our annual Workshop on Biblical    

Exposition. We view it like spring training: a necessary 

review of the basics that reminds us of their importance. 

Since Scripture is the basis for everything we do and 

teach, consistent refresher seminars on the principles   

of biblical exposition can be very helpful. They help us 

stay true to God’s Word and focus on where the real 

power in preaching is based. 

Bruce Wilson 

Missions Pastor 

College Church, Wheaton, IL 

* Name withheld for security reasons. 



agement. Therefore, we are seeking to provide more 

courses focused on developing these skills. 

4. Benefit from the experience and expertise 

    of proven ministries that have a systemic 

    approach to leadership training 
There are still large segments of the church in China 

that are significantly under-served by any systematic 

leadership training. The plethora of unrelated training 

offerings often leave church leaders wondering how to 

integrate all the different things they hear into a mean-

ingful ministry strategy, or lead them to jump from one 

fad to the next. Our ministry and others like us are 

available to help Western churches invest their time 

and resources in a manner that will provide church 

leaders in China and 

elsewhere with a well-

rounded biblical theol-

ogy and strategic ap-

proach to ministry. 

 

A Response A Response 

from a Missions from a Missions 

Pastor Pastor   

Tom Keppeler, missions pastor of 

Elmbrook Church, Milwaukee, WI, has 

extensive experience in global partner-

ships and in assessing how a Western 

church can be of assistance. He added 

the following recommendations to our 

dialog. 

1. Don’t underestimate  

    context 
Westerners involved in training and 

teaching outside of their cultural con-

text who do not have a working 

knowledge of the culture and language need to pay care-

ful attention to issues of context and contextualization. 

2. Ask what is value-added 
I agree with Brent’s statement about “niche.” Another 

angle is to consider carefully what is the “value-add” that 

your program or initiative is contributing. This may be 

less obvious and harder to get at than one thinks. 

3. Pursue critical reflection 

Finally, training and equipping that has the greatest    

potential to reach deep into people’s contexts and world-

views are those that help learners reflect critically on their 
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own situation and issues. They also help students 

“theologize” or reflect on Scripture in light of those reali-

ties. Programs that focus on theology or what is often 

called “practical ministry skills” can simply be imported, 

uncritical “how-to’s” that may or may not speak to the 

context at hand. 

 

A Postscript A Postscript 

from Brent from Brent 

FultonFulton  

Coming full circle, 

Postings asked Brent 

if he had some con-

cluding thoughts. He 

shares: 

Reading through these 

responses I am reminded 

again how the training 

landscape in China has 

changed and continues to 

change. Urbanization, 

changes in family struc-

ture, materialism, and a 

host of other 

challenges 

make the task of 

Christian lead-

ers in China an 

increasingly 

complex one. 

Those who  

partner with be-

lievers in China 

need to be pre-

pared to walk 

with them as 

they face these challenges. While it is true that the pres-

sures facing the church in China are increasingly similar to 

those facing the church in the West, we should guard 

against simply offering our own solutions. Rather we 

should ask what tools we could possibly put in the hands of 

Chinese leaders that will enable them to come up with ap-

propriate responses of their own.  

“Don’t Forget Those Other Leaders” is an important      

reminder in our blog post. 

http://www.chsource.org/en/blog/item/626
http://www.chsource.org/en/blog/item/626
http://www.catalystservices.org/dont-forget-those-other-leaders
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1. Do some research to determine if the missions efforts 
you are involved in might be duplicating what others 
are doing. Find out who else is serving your region(s)  
in similar ways.** You may be surprised to discover 
parallel ministries functioning nearby. 

2. Probe to discover what your on-site partners identify as 
their felt needs. Just because they graciously compli-
ment you on your teaching/service does not mean it 
provides what they most need. 

3. Try to assess if you are serving the least served. 
Where are the people who are not receiving much, if 

any, help or training? Often there are extra barriers to 
serving such groups—travel or language hurdles, gov-
ernment restrictions, or opposition. Will you work harder 
to meet the greatest needs? 

4. Determine if there is continuity to what you are helping 
to provide. Are you building on what recipients already 
know/receive? What follow-up occurs after you leave? 
Few programs have maximum impact if they stand 
alone. Should your contribution fit into a larger training/
service program? If so, investigate organizations with 
whom you could partner.** 

** Contact Catalyst for recommendations. 
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it well? Do you have a list of agencies that are pre-
pared to offer churches training and/or ministry       
guidance? 

3. Avoiding wasteful duplication must be a high value 
for your organization if you are to exercise good stew-
ardship of personnel and funds. How are you living out 
that value? Are churches aware that you hold this as an 
important principle of service? 

Action Steps for Churches 

Action Steps for Agencies 

1. Missionaries are sometimes reticent to tell their church-
es that the training/services they want to offer would 
duplicate what is already available. How can you en-
courage and train workers to more proactively guide 

church initiatives? 

2. When churches want to offer training/service that is 
outside your ministry specialty, do you connect them to 
an organization that can help them prepare and deliver 
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