
WELCOME 
THE NATIONS

YOU AND YOUR CHURCH CAN REACH
INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS



   WORLD MISSIONS 
    IS THERE ONLY ONE MODEL?

When discussing world missions, most local churches think 
only of sending missionaries. The apostolic model, sending 
ambassadors across cultures, is Biblical. Jesus is the one 
perfect example. God’s Son left his home culture (heaven), came 
into this world, learned our language, and identified with our 
deepest needs. But God’s gifts and call for apostolic ministry 
are rare and extraordinary. The investment of time, funds, and 
language study are considerable.

One of my missions mentors, Harvie Conn, noted that 
Christians often rank themselves as gold, silver, or bronze 
medalists. All of us “place” in God’s kingdom. But missionaries 
are gold medalists. “Vocational Christians” — like pastors — 
receive the silver medal. All the rest get the bronze. If this were 
true, Christians should feel guilty to not “go into all the world.” 
But “go” is not the command in the Great Commission. What is 
imperative is that all Christians “make disciples” — wherever 
we go, as God leads and deploys us.

The spread of the gospel is not explained or accelerated by the 
extraordinary ministries of apostles like Peter or Paul. God 
does use missionaries to enter into new cultures — to reach 
and equip local leaders who are gifted to plant culturally-
appropriate churches. After the gospel has entered into a new 
culture, it spreads through ordinary Christians who reflect 
God’s extraordinary grace. At that point, apostles “do not need 
to say anything.” (1 Thessalonians 1:6-10)
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THE MEANING OF 
HOSPITALITY
 
There is another Biblical approach which is better for more 
Christians, and cost-effective for all churches. In fact, the Bible 
commands all Christians to “practice hospitality.” (Romans 12:13) 
The original word for “hospitality” means “love for the stranger.” 
In welcoming love, you receive foreigners as your honored guests 
and transform them into your friends. With grace, you invite them 
into your home and your life, and offer them a safe place to grow.

Early in my ministry with RUF International, I heard a moving 
story from a young Chinese professional. She had come to the 
U.S.A. for graduate school. But her flight from Beijing arrived 
45 miles from campus and one week before her dormitory 
opened. Her mother knitted her a blanket, in case she needed 
to sleep on a park bench. On her flight from China, she prayed, 
“God I have been taught that you do not exist. But if you do 
exist, please take care of me, because I am very afraid.” Upon 
arrival, the student was surprised to be greeted by an older lady 
holding her name on a sign. This American host was a church 
member who offered her home, with Christ’s welcoming love, 
to the young scholar.



Equipping Christians for hospitality is the foundation for 
RUF-I’s international student ministry. Language school is not 
required. (But if you learn a few words you will show respect). 
You will not need a passport or immunizations. You will not 
need to raise your financial support. But you must be filled with 
Christ’s love.  And, there is always a cost connected with grace 
— you must be willing to share some of your time, your life, your 
family, and your home.

Cross-cultural hospitality acknowledges that the LORD, in 
his sovereignty, “made every nation of men, that they should 
inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for 
them and the exact places where they should live.” (Acts 17:26)

More international students study on American campuses than 
in any other nation. But most are never invited into American 
homes. What a lost opportunity!

WE MUST REFLECT 
GOD’S WELCOMING LOVE IN CHRIST
Jack Miller once said, “the God of grace wants a gracious 
people.” When I was a church pastor, I discovered that very 
few church members see themselves as “evangelists” or 
“missionaries.” The idea of “invading” someone’s personal 
space to share the gospel is traumatic. But many can be trained 
to offer Biblical hospitality.

When international students experience your welcoming 
love, they may become curious about the God who transforms 
strangers into friends. They may “ask you to give the reason 
for the hope that you have.” (1 Peter 3:16) When those who 
are from “far off ” are invited “under the covenant,” they will 
observe your traditions and customs. There is no offense if 
you ask them to respect your family custom of giving thanks 
before a meal. Those welcomed to your table may one day be 
welcomed to the Lord’s Table.

AMBASSADORS IN DEED... 
THEN IN WORD
Students from around the world have needs. They are isolated 
from friends and family. They want to make new friends. Often 
using a second language, they need to practice their English 
skills and learn some odd idioms. They may have practical 
questions: Where can I get a driver’s license? Where is a nearby 
bank? They will need to shop for groceries and furniture on 
a tight budget. They and their families look for inexpensive 
recreation activities.
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EMBASSIES OF GOD’S 
KINGDOM
Christians are called to be ambassadors of Christ. 
(2 Corinthians 5:20). When church leaders mobilize the diverse 
gifts of church members, ministry teams can be equipped for 
“global-local missions.” We will examine some specific church 
ministry ideas, and you can prayerfully think of new ideas. But 
first, here are some important things to consider when your 
whole church is gathered together.

If a church wants to welcome internationals, it does not need to 
become something that it is not. You may need to change some 
“sacred traditions.” But simply become all you are — in Christ. 
Jesus echoed the Old Testament prophet: “My house will be 
called a house of prayer for all nations.” (Isaiah 56:7) Like the 
temple leaders, we can rob the nations of the knowledge of 
God. We can set up barriers to the gospel, even unaware that 
we are doing so. Here are some barriers to internationals in our 
worship services:

1. PASTORS, BE CAREFUL WITH YOUR MESSAGE!
 I remember when I was a pastor in a university city. One 
church member, a loyal friend and university librarian, 
requested a sermon manuscript. He applied library software 
to that sermon, which revealed that I preached on a “2nd 
year graduate level.” Many internationals are Ph.D. students, 
but English is their second language. A big challenge when 
serving international scholars is to learn how to communicate 
challenging Bible concepts in simple words — like our 
Lord Jesus Christ did! Pastor — you do not need to use big 
theological words. Remember the Apostle Paul’s plea? “Pray 
that I may proclaim it clearly, as I should.” (Colossians 4:4)

2. WHAT DO YOU SAY WHEN YOU PRAY? 
The need for clarity also applies to the way we pray.  Do you 
pray narrowly — or globally? If there is a crisis in the Middle 
East, or tensions on the Korean Peninsula, or a tsunami hits 
Asia, do you mention these needs in intercessory prayers? Of 
course, you cannot pray for everything! But, if you only pray 
for your church members, for Aunt Suzie in the hospital, or 
for your church’s youth group — what picture do you give 
internationals about our God? We must pray for God’s blessing 
— so God will bless all nations through us — as God promised 
to Abraham. We do not serve a tribal or national god, but the 
LORD over all! “May God be gracious to us and bless us and 
make his face shine on us — so that your ways may be known on 
earth, your salvation among all nations.” (Psalm 67:1-2)

There are also non-verbal communications to think about. Did 
you know that students from Muslim backgrounds are offended 
by images of deity or the prophets? Historically, churches in the 
Reformed tradition avoid religious art and icons, but we should 
be careful when we choose to display religious images.
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3. ARE YOU AN AMERICAN CHURCH OR A  
KINGDOM EMBASSY? 
This is a difficult topic. Bible-believing churches will respect 
authority. Paul writes: “I urge, then, first of all, that petitions, 
prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for all people — 
for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and 
quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. This is good, and pleases 
God our Savior, who wants all people to be saved and to come to a 
knowledge of the truth.” (1 Timothy 2:1-4) But note Paul’s purpose 
for such prayers: that the gospel will spread and that all people 
will hear about the Savior. “For there is one God and one mediator 
between God and mankind, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself 
as a ransom for all people. This has now been witnessed to at the 
proper time.” (1 Timothy 2:5-6)

When you step inside an American embassy overseas, you are on 
U.S. soil, under the protection of U.S. laws. When an international 
steps inside your church, are they on the “soil” of God’s kingdom, 
hearing God’s Words and Laws? Or will they think that you serve an 
“American god” who gives victories to American troops or endorses 
certain political parties?

Are symbols of national patriotism in your church sanctuary? 
If a minister or a church leader represents a “god who is on our 
side,” an international scholar from a Muslim background may 
think “crusade.” Chinese students know about “state-controlled 
churches” but not about our individual freedom of religion. There 
is a simple solution: either display no national flag, or many flags 

from the nations. God’s kingdom is international! (Revelation 5:9)

This was a problem in Bible times. Jesus told his disciples to put 
away their swords. Jesus said to Pilate: “My kingdom is not of this 
world. If it were, my servants would fight to prevent my arrest ... 
my kingdom is from another place.” (John 18:36) We spread God’s 
kingdom by gospel words and deeds, not by military troops!

The Apostle Paul’s mission was not to overthrow a corrupt 
Roman Empire that was persecuting Christians. Because the 
Philippians looked at themselves as the proud citizens of “a 
Roman colony ... the leading city of that district of Macedonia,” 
(Acts 16:12) Paul found it necessary to remind them: “But our 
citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from 
there, the Lord Jesus Christ.” (Philippians 3:20)

HOW YOUR CHURCH CAN 
WELCOME THE NATIONS:
 * Provide transportation from airports, to ethnic food markets 
far from the campus, and to your church services.

* Provide temporary housing in church members’ homes.

* Host a Welcome Banquet for the newly arrived international 
students and visiting scholars.

* Offer International Sunday School classes where the different 
liturgical elements of your worship service are explained. And 
the sermon text can be discussed — in simple English.

* Sponsor English-Second Language (ESL) programs.

* Set up used furniture closets to help the international 
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students furnish their dorm rooms and apartments.

* Partner with a RUF International campus ministry to host a 
Thanksgiving meal, Valentine’s Dinner, or a Christmas party.

* Partner with a RUF International campus ministry to host 
students and their families for an excursion — like a trip to the 
lake or a picnic in the local park. International scholars and 
their families will enjoy an inexpensive day trip.

* RUF International may host a dinner and Bible discussion 
on a campus near you. God may call some of your church 
members to serve as table hosts and discussion leaders — your 
church’s “missionaries” to the local campus.

RUF INTERNATIONAL  
CAN HELP YOU!
Like RUF, RUF International is “the church going to campus.” 
RUF-I staff are not only individual campus workers, but ordained 
ministers in the Presbyterian Church in America. So, our mandate 
is “to equip (God’s) people for works of service, so that the body of 
Christ may be built up.” (Ephesians 4:12)

On campus, RUF-I ministers serve international students as 
chaplains. But, as ministers called by a Presbytery, we challenge 
churches with global-local opportunities to reach future world 
leaders and culture shapers — without the need to travel overseas. 
God commanded Israel, “You are to love those who are foreigners, 
for you yourselves were foreigners in Egypt.” (Deuteronomy 10:19) 
One day, we will stand before the throne of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
We will ask him, “Lord, when did we see you?” And he will reply, “I 
was a stranger and you invited me in.” (Matthew 25:35)

FOR MORE INFORMATION AND RESOURCES: 
RUF International Home Page and Resources: 
WWW.RUF.ORG/RUFI
ACMI: The Association of Christians Ministering Among 
Internationals: WWW.ACMI-ISM.ORG

REV. AL LACOUR is the national coordinator 
for RUF International. He is a graduate of 
Georgia Tech and Westminster Theological 
Seminary. Al served as a church planter and 
pastor of four PCA churches. He now equips 
Presbyteries, campus ministers, and members 
of local churches to “welcome the nations.”

Al and Elaine LaCour have been married for over 40 years. They 
have two married children and are proud grandparents. They 
also “adopt” international scholars — praying for them to become 
21st century servant-leaders for God’s international kingdom.

CONTACT INFORMATION:
Rev. Al LaCour
1700 North Brown Rd. Suite 104
Lawrenceville, GA 30043
Work / Cell: (404) 964-1760
Twitter: @IntlBuzz
Skype: jalbuzz 
alacour@ruf.org
WWW.RUF.ORG/RUFI

All Scripture quotations are from the New International Version, NIV. Copyright 1973, 
1978, 1984, 2011 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan 
Publishing House. All rights reserved worldwide.
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