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HOW THE 
RESEARCH  
WAS DONE
I n the first half of 2024, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 

20 undergraduate students, who have an active Christian faith, and 
who regularly attend a church. Interviews were conducted either by 
phone or over Zoom, and on average lasted 45-60 minutes each.

As a thank you, students were given a £25 Amazon voucher for participating.

The Fusion team and I worked hard to ensure the sample was broadly representative of the UK student 
population. The 20 participating students were:

•	 spread around England and Wales

•	 a mix of first, second, and third year students

•	 studying a range of subjects

•	 studying at universities of different rankings

•	 attending a range of churches (e.g. charismatic and non-charismatic, different denominations and non-
denominational)

•	 9 male and 11 female

•	 ethnically diverse (13 identified as white, 4 as Asian, 2 as black, and 1 as mixed-race).

All interviews were then fully transcribed. I then analysed the transcripts using a method known as ‘reflexive 
thematic analysis’. 

In this report, as well as sharing my summary of the themes that came through in the interviews and analysis, I 
share extended quotes from participants, which hopefully provide additional texture and colour to the report. 

Key Findings

These Christian students are generally very open about their faith, and they are living in an environment of 
what I call ‘positive indifference’, and what Youthscape have termed ‘warm apathy’. Most of their non-Christian 
friends aren’t antagonistic about their faith, but nor are they curious – they just don’t mind; it’s no big deal.
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Once students have identified who they want to invite to church services and events, they find the majority of 
these people will say yes, and something like one-third to half of them will then come along at least once. 

Some of the main reasons participants were inviting non-Christians to church services/events were that they 
want to breakdown stereotypes they think their non-Christian friends have about Christian faith; they want 
them to meet their Christian friends; and ultimately, they want them to discover Jesus. When non-Christians do 
attend, the first two of these aims are generally met, though the third is a longer journey!

The non-Christians who participants were most likely to be having spiritual conversations with, and to be 
taking to church, are those they live with. By living together, they get to know and trust each other more deeply, 
and the closer proximity and increased contact time helps cut through the initial indifference they generally 
encounter.

International students, and students who have some kind of Christian background appear to be much more 
likely to visit the church of a Christian friend, compared to domestic students, or those who have no discernible 
Christian background.

When participants had an opportunity to talk more broadly about the role they think Christian university 
students can play in helping non-Christians find Jesus, they tended to demonstrate an incarnational view of 
mission. Their focus is on developing strong friendships, modelling Jesus, and inviting non-Christians to events 
and services, as part of a broader role of ‘accompanying’ friends on their spiritual journeys.

The main aspects of church life that helps these students to live missionally are the relationships they have 
with other Christians in their church. They talked about the importance of peer-support and role modelling. On 
the whole, they say their churches help them to grow a deep and strong faith, which they say helps them live 
out and share their faith in their contexts. They particularly love it when they are equipped and encouraged to 
make the most of the missional opportunities they have in this season, and the churches represented in this 
study did this to varying degrees. 
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SECTION 1: BEING 
KNOWN AS A 
CHRISTIAN
I n the first part of the interviews, I asked the students about their 

typical week at university (where they were spending their time, who 
they were connecting with, etc.); the extent to which people around 
them know they are Christians; how people generally find out; how they 
feel about people knowing they’re a Christian; and the types of reactions 
they’ve had from people who aren’t Christians.

This section of the report shares the main themes that came through in the participants’ responses.

How do their non-Christian friends find out they are Christians?

By far the most common way their friends find out that they are Christians, and/or that they go to church, is by 
talking about what they have done recently, or what they plan to do. It would come up in conversations about 
what they did at the weekend, what they plan to do tonight, why they can’t go out for drinks that night, or play in 
the frisbee tournament that weekend.

The second most common way was by the Christian student being proactive in bringing up their faith in ways 
they deliberately chose to do so. Examples of this included:

•	 Posting Christian content or writing something about their faith in their bio on their social media (with 
Instagram being the main platform mentioned)

•	 Offering a Christian perspective in conversation

•	 Actively including stuff about God in their work (both examples were students doing creative subjects: one 
referenced God in a poem they read to the class, and the other includes Christian themes in their artwork).
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How do they feel about being known as a Christian?

By and large, the vast majority of students interviewed wanted people to know they are Christians. 

AUTHENTICITY

The word authenticity wasn’t used by the students themselves when I asked how they felt about people finding 
out that they are Christians, but it was certainly a theme that ran through many of their responses. Because 
being a Christian is such an integral part of their identity, and how they live their lives, they want people around 
them to know. Some talked about how it’s easier when people know, because it helps them to make sense of 
why they might do (or not do) certain things. 

“It’s very much a big part of who I am. So, I guess they really just find out 
about it pretty early on.

The year before I went to uni, I went to Word Alive and I went to a talk on 
being a Christian at uni… And they were like yeah, it’s really helpful to 
go to uni and say early on that you’re a Christian, because otherwise 
you’re kind of springing it on people. And I think that’s so true, because 
there was one occasion in first year where for some reason it didn’t 
come out to one of my housemates that I was a Christian, and then he 
found out. He was like, ‘What? Urgh! Why didn’t you tell me that – that’s 
so rogue!” … He was surprised by it. And I think it has been nice with 
everyone else just to let them know, then it feels just like natural and 

like it wasn’t anything major, and it’s been quite nice if they have questions they can ask me. And people have 
been like, “What do Christians think about this?’

I think when people know I’m a Christian, I always find it more comfortable, because it means that when I start 
talking about stuff, people know that I have that context to how I think about things… So I think it’s definitely 
changed [since coming to university]; I’ve gotten more comfortable with just being able to drop it into 
conversation and it’s just like if people know I’m a Christian then we’re all on the same page. And then if we start 
having those deep conversations, they have the context where I’m coming from with what I believe.”

Within the theme of ‘authenticity’, the majority of interviewees talked about how they have become more 
confident and more comfortable letting people know that they are Christians since being at university. Some 
also noted that they’ve become more confident as time has gone on uni. 

“I’d say [since coming to university] I don’t think I made a conscious decision to show I was a Christian, but I think 
I made a conscious decision not to hide the fact that I was a Christian.

[In the context of housemates finding out they are a Christian]. It was a bit nerve-racking, because that was 
kind of the first time that I’d ever had to say “I’m a Christian” to somebody before. But then ever since then, it’s 
got so much easier. Obviously I met so many new people last year, and the first people I met were my flatmates. 
But then when I went to all these different sports it did get a lot easier. I realised it’s not something to be 
ashamed of at all, it’s not something that’s weird, and I was possibly overthinking what other people would 
think about me. And quite often people don’t actually think it’s weird at all – they respect it. They might not be a 
Christian themselves, but they do respect it. So it’s got a lot easier and definitely this year meeting new people, 
it would definitely come up in conversation much quicker than it would have done last year. And I’m much more 
open about talking about faith and confident answering questions, and it’s been cool to see the journey.”

It’s very much a big 
part of who I am. So, 

I guess they really 
just find out about it 

pretty early on.
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FEAR

Though on the whole it didn’t seem to stop them from letting others know that they are Christians, many 
participants reported an underlying sense of mild fear or concern. This was based on what they thought 
others might think of them. They talked about how they think their friends have a particular view of Christians/
Christianity/church, and they worry they might be tarred with a particular brush.

Particular areas they mentioned were that they thought Christians might be perceived as judgy, rules-based, 
weird, outdated, and have discriminatory views against people who would identify as ‘LGBT’. (Interestingly, 
whenever things came up to do with gender and sexuality, they all referred to it as ‘LGBT’, not the longer 
‘LGBTQIA+’.)

“It can be a little bit awkward as well because I think… It brings lots of assumptions that people have about me 
that aren’t necessarily correct because they don’t know – like I say, they don’t know Christians or they – lots 
of people have some interesting thoughts about what they then think I believe or whatever, and then it’s a bit 
awkward. You can feel a bit like people – not judge you – but stick a load of assumptions on you where they don’t 
actually know. They’ve formulated opinions that they’ve picked up from primary school that have just stuck with 
them about what Christians believe. And you’re like, “No, that’s not what I’m saying”.”

How do their non-Christian friends react to finding out?

When I asked them about this, their answers generally fell into three main categories. I’ve categorised these as 
“Oh cool”, “Oh yeah…”, and “Oh dear”. 

“OH COOL”

“Oh cool” describes by far the vast majority of people’s response to finding out that they are a Christian and/or 
are involved in a church. When asked, participants generally said this was the kind of response they get 90-95% 
of the time. 

It may include a mild element of surprise, but it could be summarised as, “Yeah, great – move on”. These 
non-Christians don’t seem to be offended or put off by knowing someone is a Christian, but neither do they 
demonstrate any kind of curiosity about Christian faith or church. They don’t ask questions, and they generally 
want and expect the conversation to move on.

It’s interesting that this is very similar to what I discovered in research I conducted on behalf of LICC, where 
I interviewed twenty 18-35 year-old UK-based Christians. In that report, I termed this response as ‘positive 
indifference’. And in recent research published by Youthscape, which explored the views of 14-19 year-olds, 
they found something similar, opting for the label ‘warm apathy’.

The positive side of this reaction means identifying as Christian is quite easy – most people aren’t really going 
to care. As one participant shared, “Like the world hasn’t burnt down and suddenly I have no friends like I’d 
probably thought might have happened when I was younger”. But the challenge is it also makes having faith-
focused conversations hard, because there is apparently so little interest coming from the other side. And 
seeing as most of these participants do want to have conversations about their faith, the indifference they 
encounter makes it harder to have them.
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So I would say the most common [reaction when people find out I’m a Christian], but one of the ones I find most 
difficult is actually when people are really tolerant. So you’ll tell them, and they’ll be like, “Oh, that’s really good 
for you – I’m glad you get some peace out of that”. And you’re like, “Okay, but it’s so much more and there’s all 
this stuff”. And they’re like, “Okay, that’s really good for you”, but then they steer it away as soon as they can, and 
they don’t ever want to delve into that. It’s more of a “yeah, that’s great for you, let’s move on”. I find especially 
the people I’m friends with on my course take that road.

I am praying for the day someone is like, “Oh okay, why do you believe?”

“OH YEAH…”

As highlighted above, most of these students love it when they get asked questions about their faith or their 
church. And most of them described conversations with at least one person who had shown some curiosity 
(though some made it clear this was curiosity more from a position of politeness/taking an interest in them, 
rather than the non-Christian being interested in exploring Christianity themselves). The level of curiosity each 
student described varied amongst individuals, but it was always much less common than indifference, and more 
common than any kind of mild hostility or antagonism. It probably averages out at around 5-10% of people who 
find out about their Christianity – and often comes later, once the relationship is more established.

As I will describe later, the most likely context for these kinds of conversations to develop were with non-
Christians they lived with. 

“OH DEAR”

Many of the participants said they could recall at least one example of some kind of negative reaction from 
people when they found out about their faith. Sometimes this would be quite overt, where the non-Christian 
might be dismissive or even rude about the Christian’s faith. 

But in some conversations where the participant was describing some kind of negative reaction, or their 
perception of the negative reaction, I asked something along the lines of, “What led you to believe this person 
was having this negative reaction?”, They would describe a vibe they picked up, a moment, a jarring, a pause, a 
small step back – essentially subtle, non-verbal cues.

Here’s an excerpt from one conversation:

Participant: “I feel like there’s some people who find it quite hard to hear for whatever reason. So maybe they 
think, “Oh she’s a Christian – she must be this or she must be judgemental, or homophobic, or any of those 
things really. And then maybe they’re a little bit reserved to say how they feel. I’ve never been interrogated 
on that, but I definitely have felt a bit of reservation and kind of judgement about it. But I think it’s a complete 
reflection on their experiences, like maybe they’ve had a bad experience with a Christian, or they’ve had a bad 
experience of church or something like that.”

Me: “Okay… How much of it is them actually saying or doing anything, and how much is it you picking up on 
subtle signals?”

Participant: “…I would say it’s not always vocally expressed, but you can literally see like maybe they’ll move back 
a little bit, or maybe they won’t speak to me as much after it, or will go a bit quiet because they’re not sure. I 
guess they’re not sure if they want to have that discussion in that moment or ask those questions.”
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Generally speaking, these occasional negative responses don’t seem to be stopping the Christian students 
from being open about their faith – though they might be less inclined to bring up the topic with those who have 
displayed a negative response. 

Highlights and recommendations

•	 These students are generally open about their faith, and they want people to know they are Christians – 
though sometimes they have some background fears about how they might be perceived.

•	 The main way people find out they are Christians is when they are talking about their plans/activities.

•	 The vast majority of their friends are indifferent to their faith, a few are curious, and the odd one or two are 
antagonistic.

•	 We should celebrate the fact these students want people to know they are Christians, and that they are 
gaining confidence as they start and go through university life.

•	 A major missional challenge for them is the indifference they face. Coming to terms with this, and being 
equipped to be wise in this culture seems to be a key issue. 

•	 These Christian students are generally very open about their faith, and they are living in an environment 
of what I call ‘positive indifference’, and what Youthscape have termed ‘warm apathy’. Most of their non-
Christian friends aren’t antagonistic about their faith, but nor are they curious – they just don’t mind; it’s no 
big deal.

“WILL YOU COME TO CHURCH WITH ME?” - JOE WARTON 010



SECTION TWO

INVITING 
NON-

CHRISTIANS 
TO CHURCH 

SERVICES 
AND EVENTS



SECTION 2: 
INVITING NON-
CHRISTIANS 
TO CHURCH 
SERVICES AND 
EVENTS
I n the interviews with the 20 participants, the area I spent the most 

time exploring with them was around inviting non-Christians to 
church services and events. We talked about what had actually happened 
in terms of them inviting, and what happened as a result of those invites.

We explored the contexts within which they were inviting, the types of people they were inviting, how their 
friends responded, and what happened after they came. We also explored their inner-worlds, talking about 
what motivated them to invite their friends along, as well as anything that was limiting their desires or 
behaviours when it came to inviting. 

Throughout this section, to save repetition, I will mostly talk about ‘inviting to church’. I’m using this in the 
broadest sense – not just referring to regular Sunday services, but also events, small-group/Bible study/
student night, socials, and special services. 

How many people are they inviting, and how many come?

The nature of this research was qualitative not quantitative, but in the interviews I did ask participants roughly 
how many people they had invited to church services/events, and explored how many had actually come along 
to something.

Of the 20 participants interviewed, three of them had not invited anyone to church. This was primarily due 
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to practical reasons, e.g. their church is quite far from the university. The majority of participants had invited 
anywhere between 1-8 people to church. Then there were a few ‘super-inviters’. One had invited approximately 
15, another approximately 20, and the other had lost count!

As you would expect, when it came to the number of non-Christians who actually went on to attend an event, 
the numbers fluctuated across participants. Generally speaking, something like one-third to one half of those 
invited went on to attend at least once. Participants reported that they often needed to invite more than once 
to get people to come along. Getting them to say yes was one thing, then getting them to go was another.

Among the ‘super-inviters’, the numbers were as follows.

•	 15 invited – 6 attended

•	 20 invited – 8 attended

•	 Unknown number invited – approximately 30 attended.

Of those invited, it’s important to note that on the whole, students were more likely to invite people they already 
had a close relationship with, and who they thought might say yes. So some filtering has already taken place 
before they invite.

And generally speaking, most participants said they had invited more people along to student-specific group 
events than to church events and services. The reasons for this they gave were that student-specific group 
events are generally closer, shorter, more targeted at non-Christan students, and it felt like less of a big thing to 
invite them to something on campus, where lots of other non-Christian students would also be in attendance. 

The main type of church activity they had invited people to was services, with many mentioning the easiest 
thing to invite non-Christians to was carol services. This came up frequently. The next most referenced type of 
event they were inviting to was small group/Bible study/student group. 

One of the pleasant surprises that came up quite frequently, that while many cited examples where it was hard 
to get people to actually come after they had said yes, lots of them shared stories of people who had come 
along really easily. Sometimes they even invited themselves, as the following excerpts show.

“She knew I was a Christian, so last week she said, “Oh, I know you’re a Christian; what church do you go to?”. 
There was nothing I said that sparked – she just knew that I was there and could be talked to, which was really 
cool actually. It was very encouraging. 

We were walking to a uni thing, and she was like, “What did you do at the weekend?” So I was like, “Well, I was at 
church”… And then she just like – I remember we were walking up the stairs when I said it, then she continued 
talking about what we were doing at the weekend. And then we sat down in the lecture hall and she was like, “I 
was thinking, could I come to church with you?” And I was like, “Yes!” So that was easy, and she’s come a couple 
of times.”

What motivates them to invite their friends (the internal motivations)?

Students invite their friends to church for a whole range of reasons. When it came to motivations inside 
themselves, their answers largely fell within the following four categories.
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BREAKING STEREOTYPES

Christian students know, or at least suspect, that their non-Christian peers have a particular view about 
Christianity and what church is like. Many of them seek to break down these stereotypes by the way they live 
their lives, and the conversations they have with non-Christians. And they are confident that if their friends 
could only see what their church is like, they would see that church is much more contemporary, relevant, and 
interesting than they think. 

The following quotes reveal some of the stereotypes they think their non-Christian friends have, and how 
inviting them along to church will inevitably break those stereotypes down.

“I think a lot of people don’t see it as a young person’s thing at all… I think it’s bringing it to them in a new scenario 
– in a new way so not just going to a grandparents’ church or something like that, but this is actually for us as 
well. It’s not just for people who were raised as Christians; it’s not just for older people – it’s for all of us, and it’s 
at different levels.

My friends have grown up thinking about what church is – because we had to go to churches on school visits, so 
I’m aware that they do have some assumptions of what church looks like. But just because I know how different 
mine is, in just the atmosphere and the music being a really big part of it, and just something of how it’s like even 
set up, is something I really want them to see and just know that not all churches are the same. And church can 
be like this, and you can actually worship Jesus in this way, and I just feel really excited for them to come along. 

And their perception of Christianity is sort of pews and hymns – so if that was a barrier to them wanting to know 
more, it breaks down one of the barriers to get them to know Jesus. 

[In the context of having conversations with international students] Then they think Christianity is just an 
English religion – it’s just a British religion, it’s a British thing. And I think it’s kind of my responsibility to try to 
change that attitude, because we obviously know it’s not true, and I’m well positioned to meet that change by 
inviting people along to these events.”

WANTING THEIR FRIENDS TO ENCOUNTER GOD/HEAR THE GOSPEL

Something that was so encouraging in these conversations, is just how much these Christian students want 
their friends to know Jesus. It’s also really encouraging that they see inviting their friends along to church as 
an important part of that journey. Some students focused more on the way they thought their non-Christian 
friends might encounter or experience God in a church service/event; some talked about them getting to know 
Jesus; and others would use language along the lines of hearing the gospel. And of course, some individuals 
used a range of language to describe their hopes for their friends. Whatever denomination or type of church 
they were part of, they all want their friends to enter into a relationship with God, and they see church 
gatherings as a place where this could happen.

“I want to invite them as much as possible, because I’d love for them to know Jesus, put simply. I’d love them to 
become Christians. And so that’s sort of my main motivation.

And also, as I’ve grown closer to my friends, my love for them has grown, so I guess I’m more desperate for them 
to hear about Jesus, so almost my desire for them to come to church is higher than someone I’ve just met. 

I want to invite my friends to church because I want them to know Jesus, and want them to know his freedom 
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and his goodness and his love… Like it’s kind of a no-brainer that I want to share this goodness because Jesus 
loves everyone. And if only people knew him, they wouldn’t be so lost, so that’s why I want to invite people… 
It’s absolutely a space where the Holy Spirit is moving – Jesus is moving – and if someone is just there and 
they’re open to it, I think God would absolutely use that time and do things in them. And so yeah, I think that’s 
something that I really just want to bring people to.

Some people may have not fully heard the gospel, or they’ve just heard about God in a negative light, so 
sometimes it puts it into perspective for them – especially seeing young people who love the Lord, and just 
seeing the difference of how young people act when they follow the Lord vs the other university students.”

AUTHENTICITY

In the same way that they want their friends to know that they are Christians because it’s a big part of their life, 
they also want them to see their church context, which is also a big part of their life. While this theme came 
through in a number of conversations, it came up less frequently than seeing church as a way of breaking 
stereotypes, and for their friends to encounter God/hear the gospel. And as the two quotes below show, this 
desire to be ‘authentic’ is still linked to them wanting their friends to see the goodness of Christian faith and to 
be drawn to it themselves. 

“And also it was just a cool way to – I was going to all these different events at church, and I was always off doing 
lots of things with other Christians, and I kind of wanted to show my flatmates what it was all about, if you know 
what I mean, and show that we aren’t weird people – well, some of us are! And so what I was doing and – it is me, 
I wanted to show people who I am and see what it’s all about and it is great and I wanted to show my flatmates 
that it also is great.

Again it goes back to the thing that it’s an important part of my identity being a Christian, so I kind of want 
to share that with other people. At the same time I want them to experience God in the way that I do myself, 
because I just think it’s amazing so wouldn’t want anyone to miss out on that. So there’s the why not, this is 
something big to me, but also this is something very big full stop.”

INVITING GETS EASIER

This one isn’t technically a motivation as such, but it does relate to their thoughts and emotions regarding 
inviting non-Christians to church. Just as these students found it’s easier to be open about their faith the more 
they do it, they also describe how the more they invite people to church, the easier it gets. Some of them talked 
about how it was a much bigger thing in their head than it turned out to be when they actually made the invite.

“I feel like more people should be inviting people, but I think people are just a bit afraid of people saying no, or 
people thinking they’re weird, or they’re trying to force something on them. But I tend to find that people are 
very open-minded once you actually ask them. 

But I think it’s just grown easier through experience and courage and faith that it’s worth it – faith that God 
can do things in people. So I guess just more clarity for me that [inviting] was worth it. After seeing my friends 
come before, and seeing other non-Christians come to church and student-led events I guess, and seeing the 
conversations and things that came out of that – I was just more encouraged and more confident that it works 
and it’s working.”
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What motivates them to invite their friends (things about their church)?

Above, we’ve seen what is going on in their hearts and minds that motivates them to invite their friends to 
church. In addition to this, there are things about their churches that increase the likelihood of them inviting. 
Below were the four most common themes that emerged that Christian students said made it easier for them to 
invite their non-Christian friends along to services and events.

WELCOMING RELATIONSHIPS

The combined theme of welcome and relationships was probably the strongest that came through in this 
section of the interviews. Christian students really want their non-Christian peers to see that people who are 
‘like them’ go to church and have an active Christian faith. They want their friends to experience the warmth 
and safety of relationships that exist within Christian community, and they want them to make connections 
with other Christians. They believe that non-Christians making connections and building friendships with other 
Christians could be a helpful part of their spiritual journey. They also see relationships as both a draw to the 
church, and a potential reason for non-Christians to come to other services/events.

It’s interesting to note participants universally talked about the importance of their non-Christian friends 
connecting with other students. Nothing came out about their desire to see inter-generational connection at 
this stage.

“The young adult stuff I think is again more the people than the actual thing – although the actual thing usually 
has food, which is a good bringer-in of the students. I think it’s mostly just I know that there will be people 
who are like the people who I’m inviting who are going to be there, who can chat to them and make people feel 
included and welcome.

I think because I’ve only decided to invite them to student services so far, just because it’s important I think that 
they see other people their age as well, and they’ll find people maybe doing the same course as them that are 
Christians – so I’ve only been inviting them to the student services so far.

This year we’ve started doing socials, which are just a great chance for people to meet Christians, and to feel 
more comfortable when you invite them to church, because it’s like, “Oh, you know that person you met when 
we went bowling – well, they’ll be there”.”

ACCESSIBILITY

Another major reason most participants felt confident and comfortable inviting their friends to church, is 
because they see their churches as accessible (though some didn’t, and this was a blocker to inviting – more 
on this below). For those students who do see their churches as accessible, they talked about the importance 
of the person at the front explaining what is happening, and though they didn’t use this exact word, acting as 
a ‘guide’ through the service, so that someone who hasn’t been before would understand what is going on and 
what they need to do. 

Another aspect of accessibility that came through was the importance of the Christian student knowing what 
to expect from a service or event. Several of them talked about the importance of being able to explain to 
potential guests what to expect at the point of invitation. Where these Christian students weren’t quite sure 
what to expect from an event, they were less likely to invite their friends along. 
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An aspect of the accessibility included welcome and relationships, but also clarity about what was going on, a 
sense of it being ‘chill’ (they used this adjective a lot!), and generally that those leading and speaking would be 
wise and sensitive, not weird or unhelpfully controversial.

[Talking about what service leaders say from the front] “And if you’re new here it’s kind of like “Welcome if it’s 
your first time”. Also, this is a small thing, but where the fire exits are – that kind of thing, where the toilets are. 
Recently they’ve started doing that, which is quite sweet. I think because it’s a big church anyway, there’s that 
sense of looking out for people that are new. So, I do feel like people would come and chat, that kind of thing, 
and I think the church does make an effort to make it as accessible as possible. Recently something that has 
been actually really lovely: the pastor’s been going, “If this is your first time here…”. And often in sermons will 
address “If you’ve never made this commitment before…” Or if you’re not a Christian they will address the 
sermon in a way for non-Christians and Christians, which is quite cool.

[Name of church] actually does a very invitational – once a month they 
do a Sunday breakfast, which is super chill – free food. And it’s not the 
traditional worship-talk-ministry structure. It’s a lot chattier. So I would 
very much be like, “Hey, does anyone want to come to the Sunday 
breakfast?”

I think I am confident that they [church leaders] do really care and they 
want people to come, and they’re quite accessible. And they’ll often 
in services be like, “Now we’re going to stand up and sing this song”, 
and they’ll explain why they’re doing things… Then I also think the 
student work is really good. They do a lot and they do socials and other 
stuff, and I think if people came along, I wouldn’t be worried about 
what they’re going to hear, and how they’re going to be treated, and 
whether they’re going to be confused.”

GOOD TEACHING

It was also encouraging how frequently good teaching emerged as 
a reason why participants are inviting non-Christian friends along to 
church. Because they have the desire for their friends to hear about 
Jesus and the Christian life, and because most of them think that 
the teaching in their churches is both good and interesting, they are 
motivated to invite their friends. 

Christian students are looking for preachers/teachers who they think 
their friends will connect with on some level, who will teach the truth, 

and who will be interesting and accessible in their delivery. Participants across different types of church spoke 
about this. 

“So, I know that their theology is sound, and they really think about what they’re going to say, and why they’re 
saying it. And I think the way they do things is just very well thought-through. I’d be happy to take someone 
there and say, “Look, this is Christianity”.

I think quite often lots of non-Christians have a view of the leaders of the church, and I think it’s really important 
to trust the leader of the church that they’re not going to say something outrageous that might completely put 
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off somebody from church altogether… It’s just that trust that they are going to get along, that my friends are 
going to come along and can hear what the speaker is saying, and actually take it on board.

So I think that helped. When they like the speaker, they really resonate with it more and they actually paid 
attention very closely to what he was saying. But then with the other speaker, I feel like they were too busy 
eating to listen.”

FREE FOOD

The emergence of this theme was hardly surprising. Everyone knows free food is a huge draw to students, and 
it’s already featured in some of the quotes above. Free food was mentioned frequently by participants when 
they talked about why and how they invited their friends to events and services. 

“I think having that extra sell of like, “You can come – there’s free food if you come” always helps because food – 
it like softens the blow a bit, I guess”.”

Who are the most likely people to come along?

HOUSEMATES

One of, if not the key finding from this research is the significance of Christians living with non-Christians. As 
noted in Section 1 of this report, one of the biggest challenges Christian students face is the indifference of 
their peers – who, at least outwardly, display little interest in exploring Christian faith. 

But by Christians living with non-Christians, they are much more likely to end up having deeper conversations 
about faith; the non-Christians see their Christian housemate(s) living the Christian life and regularly attending 
church; and it’s a great environment within which Christians can invite non-Christians along to church. 

It was a theme that came up frequently: over half of participants had one or more housemates attend 
something at their church at least once. 

The majority of these participants were the only active Christian living in their house/flat/halls, yet several of 
them had more than one housemate come to something. There seemed to be a significance in going as a group. 
There were instances of others in the house hearing that someone else was going to attend a church thing, so 
they either invited themselves along, or seemed very open to the invitation because they knew they wouldn’t 
be the only non-Christian going along. 

On a practical level, it seemed to make it easier for the non-Christian to go along. Rather than having to arrange 
to meet their Christian friend somewhere en route, or even at the church, it meant they could do the whole 
journey together. And perhaps if they had said yes to going, they are less likely to ‘flake’ if they are there in the 
house with their Christian friend, as opposed to sending an excuse by message (but that’s just me theorising).

There were also 2-3 examples of situations where there was more than one Christian living with non-Christians. 
This combination also seemed to work really well – it meant the non-Christians could see the life of more than 
one Christian up close; it meant they could get different perspectives on Christian faith; and if the Christians 

“WILL YOU COME TO CHURCH WITH ME?” - JOE WARTON 018



attended different churches, they could explore more than one expression of church. Because there are only 
2-3 instances of this occurring, it’s hard to draw firm conclusions, but it appeared to increase the likelihood of 
conversations and invites occurring. It also means the Christians can support one another in that context. 

First of all, here are two examples where participants talked about having spiritual conversations with those 
they live with:

“Out of these 11 flatmates, some were much more curious than others, which is really cool – so all these late-
night talks; especially if we come back from going out or whether, these three people would often be the people 
to ask lots of different questions and have some deep conversations.

I guess with my housemates – last year especially – it did come up fairly often. I guess I lived with them two 
whole years, so it did come up quite a lot. Just like my thoughts on gay people, a lot of stuff on how Christians 
live. So like me and my other Christian friends – quite a lot of them met my housemates – so just talking about 
stuff to do with them. A big question from one of my housemates this year and quite a lot of my old housemates 
is “how different are Christians?”. So some of them hear about Christians who you know, the no sex before 
marriage thing, people who won’t drink etc, and they want to know is everyone a strict Christian, or is there a 
spectrum.”

And then these excerpts exemplify how living with non-Christians has made it easier for them to invite them 
along, and how the non-Christians have been more likely to actually go:

“I think the reason my flatmates came was because there was that element of trust. They trusted that if I invited 
them and I could explain what was going on then they’d come along. It’s much more difficult to invite friends 
that I only see once a week or twice a week, because there’s not that opportunity to thoroughly explain through 
things and be there to answer the questions because for the sports we’ve only really got those 5 minutes at 
the start of the session and 5 minutes at the end of the session, and it’s not quite long enough to fully explain 
different things. So it’s sometimes easier just to send a post or ‘Alpha is happening’ just on Instagram or 
whatever. It’s much easier just to invite people but sometimes it’s not as easy to respond to their questions or 
whatever.

She lived in the flat below me and I’d see her all the time. And I was like, “I’m gonna go [to church] now”, and 
she’d be like, “Oh, I’ll come with you”. So like the proximity of me being like, “Let’s go” – she’d come along. And the 
friendship group would always end up coming back to my room, so then she’d also come to the room, and like all 
of her friends around her were Christians.

They’re used to me coming home late after Bible study or church and asking me, “Did you go to church then?” 
Everyone in my house is aware of that, and I’ve invited the non-Christians to church a couple of times, so they 
have been as well.

I told the girls I was practising a little mini-sermon, and I was saying it to the whole house, and I was just asking 
for advice or anything I was doing wrong. And the girls just asked if I was going to be saying this in church, and 
I said I was. And they said any time I was speaking to tell them, because they would come. And so they came I 
guess in support – but the guys were like, “Oh, if they’re going, then we’ll go too!””

And to provide some context, here’s what another student said about the difficulty of inviting people you don’t 
have much contact time with, even where the connection is positive – in this instance, people he knew through 
sport:
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“I see them as I’m getting changed, and then I play with them, then we go… So we don’t really get the 
opportunities that much.”

DE-CHURCHED

The next most common group these 20 participants said had come along to something church-related were 
those who had some kind of Christian background in their family, or who used to go to church but have not been 
for a long time, and are not actively following Jesus. Around one third of participants reported this.

These de-churched/Christian background students were more likely to be open to having spiritual 
conversations, talking about their experiences, and to visiting their Christian-friend’s church. And Christian 

students found it easier to invite people with this background, 
because it was not something completely foreign to them. 

“I had a friend who was really interested in church, and we went 
together. So for a few months I was at a different church that was 
literally down the road, which I didn’t gel with, which is why I moved. 
But it was very nearby, so she actually went to the service with me 
once and was like, “Oh, I really want to get back into being a church 
person”. I think she saw me as a bit of a role model in that regard… I 
caught up with her when she was in her third year last year, and she 
was like, “I found a church and I’ve met these people”, and she was like, 
“Are you proud of me?” And I was like, “Yes, I am!””

INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS

While not many participants talked about international students, 
those who did found them to be the most open students to having 

spiritual conversations, and to visiting their church. 

The two main reasons for this seemed to be their curiosity, and their desire for friendship and community.

Some international students come from countries where having spiritual conversations and going to church 
is very normal, so for them going to church is no big deal. There are other international students for whom 
Christianity is something very unusual, and they have never been to a church. They are intrigued about what 
Christianity is about, and what church is like. Also, by their very nature, international students are people who 
have taken a risk and are more likely to be up for new experiences – after all, they’ve left their country to go 
somewhere they don’t know anyone, in a bid to learn and develop. 

And of course, when a person moves to a completely new place, and they are in some way different, making 
friends and finding community isn’t always easy. At this potentially lonely, and perhaps even scary season of 
life, they want to make connections with others and find a place where they can belong. For many of these 
international students, church is a legitimate place to find these things.

Interestingly, the most prolific ‘super-inviter’ (described in Section 1), who has seen at least 30 non-Christian 
students attend church was someone who had focused on inviting international students. 
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“It was literally his fourth day in the UK or something – he just turned to me (I didn’t ask him at all), he just turned 
to me and was like, “Can I come to church with you today? I just want to see what it’s like – what British people 
believe”. And I was so taken aback. I was just like wow. I was just like, “Yes, of course you can”.

If I was talking to some of my atheist home friends [meaning domestic students], I feel like it would be a lot 
harder to ask them. But with my international friends, they already have some innate curiosity about British 
culture and customs – the normal things we do in England. And they’re automatically under the assumption 
that this is just a British thing, Christianity. So as I said, I want to try to change that. So I feel like it’s a lot easier 
to ask them to come along, especially when there’s free food.”

Other noteworthy aspects on what helps them invite

This only came up a couple of times, but it feels like something that could be significant for church leaders and 
student workers to consider. Two participants talked about how it made it easier to invite people to events 
that they themselves had either organised, or which they were participating in. They were then able to 
make the invite from the angle of ‘I’ve organised this thing’, or ‘I’m speaking at this thing, will you come and 
support me?’ And both of these people said their friends came when invited on this basis.

“Yes, they’ve come along to some regular services – mainly because we were participating in that service, but 
also sometimes the idea of free food and snacks will get them to come along as well.”

Also, a number of participants shared how it was easier to invite non-Christians to things when they weren’t 
the only Christian the non-Christian knew. This kind of ties in with the welcoming relationships point, and also 
it came up in the context of talking about living arrangements – but there was a discernible more general theme 
around doing mission together. I think it was perhaps a theme that was more significant than participants were 
consciously aware of, though some did articulate it explicitly:

[In the context of talking about a mixed friendship group, where some were Christians, and some weren’t] 
“Like it was made a lot easier because there’s so many of us [Christians], and it sort of feels almost like we are 
excluding them [the non-Christians] by not inviting them. Because it’s like you’re going and doing something 
that’s like an experience, and you’re like, “Are you sure you don’t want to come along when we all get to go?” 
Because it almost feels like we’re doing our own thing without them kind of vibe. 

My ultimate frisbee captain knows a few other Christians. He is not a Christian himself, but when he heard I was 
a Christian he just said, “All the Christians I know are just so nice!”. That really melted my heart. I know the other 
guy that he knows, and he’s such a kind guy, so that was really positive.”

What discernible impact has attending church services/events had on non-
Christians?

I had expected less non-Christians to actually attend a service or event when invited than the number that 
have, so in that sense I was pleasantly surprised. But the impact on those who have attended – at least so far as 
it’s reported by the participants – is probably less significant than I would have hoped.

That said, there were some very positive and discernible outcomes from non-Christians attending church. 
It’s also important to remember this is part of a longer, ongoing story – where the significance of attending a 
service might not become apparent for months or even years down the line. 
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Numerically, the majority of non-Christian students who attend some 
kind of service or event only attend once. After this, they might say 
they are up for going to something else, but often defer. A significant 
minority have subsequently gone to one or two more other events. 

It’s hard to put exact numbers on it, but something like a quarter to a 
third of participants said someone they’ve invited still comes to some 
services/events, and some individuals said they know multiple people 
who are still coming along to things. Two participants said they know 
of people who they invited to church, who have actually become 
Christians. And there are others still on the journey, and others who 
may have made that commitment, and the participants aren’t aware of 
it. 

“And since then he’s been coming to [name of event] every single 
week without me asking, or without me reminding him at all. He’s been 
consistently there. He’s been even when I’ve not… I think that’s really 
encouraging, and I think even talking to him at the end of this term, he 
was asking really good questions and he was genuinely more curious 
about all the stuff we were talking about and the discussions and 
everything.”

When I asked participants what they thought their non-Christians friends made of the experience, the main 
answers seemed to be that the non-Christians had said things along the lines of it was interesting, it was good, 
they were glad they had been, and so forth. Some said they found it a little bit weird. Overall, the experience 
seems to have been largely positive, and none of the Christians reported their friends coming along to church 
had created any relational difficulties or distance. In that sense, it certainly didn’t seem to have done any harm. 

Looking at the positive outcomes of inviting non-Christians to church, the two main things that seem to happen 
are as follows.

NON-CHRISTIANS CONNECT WITH CHRISTIANS

Many participants shared how, as a result of coming along to a church service/event, their non-Christian friends 
had connected with other Christians, and in some cases, this led to ongoing friendships. These connections 
and friendships meant the non-Christians could see more examples of their peers living Christian lives, and it 
made it more likely they would come to future church services/events. 

And as relational beings, non-Christians want to make friends and find community. Some find the church to be a 
great place to find safe, enriching, and meaningful connection.

“They got to know some of my first-year friends, and were able to have some good conversations, including 
one of the people there – they both do psychology… They became friends and now they sit with each other in 
lectures and stuff like that.

And they also got to meet people they don’t know that were on their course, and now they know people from 
church on their course because of that, even though they’re not Christian, which is really cool as well. So they 
have mutual friends that way, so every time they see each other they will say hi, which is really nice because 
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now it’s almost like they’re stepping foot into getting to know the community there.

At the start of this year, she was a bit nervous because the house she was living in wasn’t a great situation, so 
she didn’t really have those friendships any more, and her boyfriend wasn’t around. She was like, “I don’t know 
who I’m gonna hang out with, like I’m not gonna have any friends”. And I was like, “Come with me to church; 
there’s multiple times a week you can hang out with people”. She was like, “Yeah, okay. Yeah, I will do that”, and 
did… It was just that desire to have friends.”

STEREOTYPES GET BROKEN

As explained in Section 1, Christians know (or at least suspect) that their non-Christian peers hold particular 
views about Christianity, Christians, and church. The desire to break these negative stereotypes is one of the 
main reasons why they invite people to church, and the good news is, that does seem to happen!

In the vast majority of examples shared by participants, their non-Christian friends thought the church service 
or event was better than they were expecting, and didn’t conform to their negative expectations. 

“She wasn’t quite sure how to dress – like formal or not – and I think she found it interesting. And she was a bit 
surprised by the amount of young people. She was like, “Oh, there’s so many”. And then a few of my friends came 
to talk to us after church, so she was like, “Oh, very social”. So I think she definitely found it less boring – she was 
engaged – like watching the pastor and stuff.

it was a normal service they came to, and we stayed for the church service. They met some of my friends, and 
they said it was quite interesting. It wasn’t what they expected because they had more of a traditional sense 
of like the catholic or Anglican type of church, where there’s Mass and prayers. But [name of church] is non-
denominational – very charismatic. So they enjoyed that part with the singing and the dancing, and just how 
joyful and happy everyone was, and how friendly everyone was – so they liked that aspect of it.”

Some participants however, shared that while attending a service did break negative stereotypes, the non-
Christians didn’t always like that. I think they had a sense of ‘I’m not sure church is supposed to be like this’, and 
occasionally some of them found their church experience a bit weird. That said, in the example below, ‘the boys’ 
have returned for other services, and they have attended services at another church, which wasn’t student-led, 
and which is non-charismatic.

“The boys didn’t receive that [that the service was being led by students] as well as the girls, because they had 
this idea in their heads about what church looks like, and both boys had only been to a Catholic Church before, 
so they really saw like this strict protocol about how things were followed. And then because our church is quite 
charismatic, they were a bit like, “We don’t know what this is”, and it looked a bit crazy to them – so they weren’t 
too keen on coming back. They’ve only come back for a Christmas service or Easter service; just anything that’s 
an occasional service or something that one of us will be speaking in or singing in.” 

What factors prohibit or limit inviting?

With participants who weren’t inviting others to church, or who were doing so in a limited capacity, I asked them 
what they thought might be the reason behind that. The following three themes emerged.
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THEY PRIMARILY SEE CHURCH AS A PLACE 
FOR CHRISTIANS, OR FOR THOSE WHO ARE 
SERIOUSLY EXPLORING CHRISTIAN FAITH

This came up not just with those who don’t really invite – even many 
who have invited friends to church shared this sentiment. Generally 
speaking, for their friends who seem relatively closed or indifferent to 
Christian faith, inviting them to church services, or things like Bible 
study or student night is something they want to do further down the 
line. In the earlier stage of their friends’ spiritual journeys, they are 
more focused on being a good friend, modelling Jesus, and having 
conversations. In this early stage, they see it as more appropriate 
to invite their friends to on-campus, student-organised events – 
because these are places where there will be more non-Christians, 
they’re generally closer, involve less of a time commitment, and are 
100% focused on students.

With their friends who seem more closed to faith, they are more likely 
to invite them to carol services and social events at their church. And 
as seen above, many of them are inviting friends to regular church 
services and events – so we are talking about a limiting rather than a 
prohibiting factor here.

Many of them talked about how the focus of church is on building Christians up, and providing space for them 
to worship and grow. Therefore, they’re not quite sure this is the most helpful or appropriate thing for non-
Christians to be part of. They also said that because it’s primarily a space for Christians, it would feel like a really 
big step for non-Christians to enter into this world. 

“Student-led groups and their events are built for letting it be a space where people can easily invite other 
people, and then church is just a space, it feels like a space, that Christians can just come and worship. It is 
a community of other Christians, which is amazing, but it doesn’t feel like such a place where I can just invite 
somebody who’s never really shown much of an interest in Christianity or they’re really not interested in it, or 
they’re really annoyed about it or something. It feels like the kind of place where I can only invite people who are 
questioning Christianity, or who are interested in it, or are on the fence about it. With everyone else it feels like 
they wouldn’t get anything out of it – it feels like it would be slightly weird, because it’s just not made for them, 
it’s made for a community of people who are already Christian. 

I think it’s rare a person will not have much or any prior interest in faith, and then will agree to come to a church 
service. Like that’s quite a big step. 

But also, … student night, a lot of that is me being fed spiritually and having time, having good conversations 
or praying with my friends and I think when I invite someone to that it’s kind of okay, I’m here looking out for this 
friend that I’ve invited or this person I’ve invited and it changes it from let’s be grown and grow other people and 
these intimate friendships and really spend time with Jesus, to let’s maybe — he doesn’t know what’s going on.

I have invited people to church who aren’t Christians as well, but I’ve not had anyone be interested in that – 
unless they’ve expressed [some interest in Christianity] they have [come along]. But if they’ve not, then they’re 
not interested. But they’re more interested in a carol service or whatever.”
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It’s important to note that on the whole, these Christian participants weren’t saying this was a problem. They 
want to have a space that is focused on helping them to grow, worship, connect with other Christians, and so 
forth. The impression I got is that they want to have things they can invite their non-Christian friends to, but 
they wouldn’t want to lose these times or spaces that are primarily aimed at Christians.

Though many don’t see inviting their non-Christian friends to church as a first step, they do see it as an 
integral part of their friends’ journeys toward Jesus, and it’s something that they want to do, and in fact do do 
slightly further down the line. Spending time in the early phases of friendship with non-Christians (e.g. building 
relationship, modelling Jesus, inviting them to on-campus events) makes it more likely for their friends to then 
engage positively with church when they get to that stage.

“I think the stuff at student-led groups is very like we want to get people thinking – we want to engage people, 
and you’re often working with people who’ve never heard much about Christianity or never thought it’s worth 
engaging with. So I think once you’ve got to the point of “Okay, I really want to seriously look into this”, I think 
[inviting to church] that’s another step.

So I have friends now who have slowly become more friends over the years. And now, I feel more comfortable 
now that they know me and now I know them. I will feel more comfortable inviting them to things.

Then three of my flatmates last year, I took to the – we have a student-led event on campus – it’s an outreach 
evangelistic event… And I took three of these non-Christian flatmates who had very little background in faith 
along to some of these talks, and they were all aimed at non-Christians, which is a really cool way inviting them. 
They really enjoyed it, and now they’re actually coming along to Alpha with me [which is being run by their 
church].”

FEARS AROUND WHAT WILL HAPPEN AT SERVICES/EVENTS, AND HOW THEIR 
FRIENDS MIGHT RESPOND

Participants shared two main fears when it comes to inviting their friends the church.

One is that they are worried their friends might find it ‘weird’ – especially when it comes to charismatic 
expression and manifestations of the Spirit.

The other big fear is that controversial topics will come up, particularly around LGBT issues, and the issue of not 
having women in leadership. 

With both these areas, there is a fear that their friends will feel uncomfortable, that these things could turn 
them off Christianity, and also that it could have a detrimental impact on their friendships. 

“I guess especially towards the beginning of the year there were a couple of weeks where it felt it was very 
charismatic… it just felt really weird to me. What’s going on? This doesn’t feel like anything I’ve seen before. And 
so I guess I’m afraid if something similar happens again, if people start shaking or falling on the floor, people 
will think ‘this is weird, this looks like a cult, or this is almost scary, I don’t want to go here again. I feel like these 
people are ridiculous or stupid, like there’s no reason to behave like that.’ So I guess I’m afraid that they’ll judge 
people for worshipping in their own way, which I can appreciate because I know a little bit of what it’s like to just 
want to worship God. But other people who aren’t Christian, or who have never had experiences like I might 
have, they won’t have that same attitude. They’ll just be like “What these people are doing is really weird; why 
are they doing that? Let’s go.” And I don’t want them to come and almost be scared away because of something 
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that seems unnatural and different to anything they’ve seen before. I 
guess I’m scared of them reacting badly to it and then not wanting to 
go back because it feels so odd.

I have quite a few friends that identify as LGBT, and have quite a lot 
of preconceptions, and not wanting to have anything to do with any 
religion kind of thing. So sometimes that can be a bit hard to talk to 
them about.

So my church is a little bit on the conservative side, and so with a lot of 
people I’ll be like “Yes, please come to church”, and have no fear in my 
mind. But then some people – particularly if they are LGBT community 
– I would be a lot more nervous to invite them to my church. So I’ll be 
honest here. There were two girls in my house last year who were both 
LGBT, and if they found out that the church I went to wasn’t affirming, 

my friendship with them would have been over… I would say that is the only thing that did stop me, as in worrying 
about them speaking on homosexuality or women in leadership – my church doesn’t allow that, and that was 
also something I didn’t want some people to find out. So that put me off [inviting some specific people].”

THEIR CHURCH IS TOO FAR AWAY

For a minority of participants, the only or main reason their inviting has been limited or non-existent, is because 
the church they attend is a long journey from where they and their friends live. A couple of the students 
themselves lived far from their university, and attend a church near to where they live. And some attend the 
church in the city where they study, but it requires a time-consuming journey to get there. 

Probably needless to say, this was a barrier to inviting non-Christian friends along. 

They’re looking for wisdom

In the conversations, some of the participants articulated the need for wisdom when it comes to inviting non-
Christians to church.

They want to find the right balance between modelling faith, and actively telling people about Jesus and inviting 
them to church. They also want to be persevering and not just give up if their friends don’t come to church, but 
at the same time they don’t want to annoy people or come across as pushy. The following quotes exhibit these 
questions they’re wrestling with:

“It’s hard to know how much to be a friendly person there, and then not just be there and pester people too 
much or make people feel like I’m only their friend to make them go to church. 

So I think there is this balance of boldness, and I dunno, there’s no technique… I think it’s gentleness and 
boldness. You don’t want to be watered down – you want to get on their level, but you also want to encourage 
questions by maybe bringing something up and just being creative about how you do that. So I don’t think it’s 
simply just living your life – you’ve got to think ‘how do I proclaim the things I know that are true, and that maybe 
are really hard to understand’. And that could be bringing someone to a student-led group or to church.

In the conversations, 
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So she’d always say yes, but then wouldn’t actually come [to church]. So it was kinda – it made it easier to invite 
her because she would always say “Yeah”, and like received the invitation positively, but then never turn up.”

Highlights and recommendations from Section 2

•	 The indifference talked about in Section 1 also permeates the response of many non-Christians who attend 
church. Getting them to attend a service or event isn’t necessarily going to create the impact we might 
hope for. It will be helpful for students and churches to recognise that results might not be quick, and that 
we absolutely need the work of the Holy Spirit to change hearts.

•	 At least based on this sample, most Christian students are motivated to reach their friends, and to 
introduce them to their church community at some point. 

•	 Inviting non-Christians to church is a great way to get them to connect with other Christians, and to 
breakdown stereotypes they hold about Christians and Christianity.

•	 Though this study did not explore potential pastoral or discipleship implications, living with non-Christians 
creates a great missional opportunity – where students are more likely to have spiritual conversations, and 
where non-Christians are more likely to attend church.

•	 There appears to be a particular openness to spiritual conversations and attending church amongst those 
who are de-churched, and international students. It would be worth considering an increased focus on 
reaching these students. 

•	 Church leaders and student workers can focus on creating events and services that are accessible, with 
good teaching, and free food – and within this build a culture of welcome and friendship. 

•	 Perhaps it’s okay – even good – to have some spaces which are focused on equipping and encouraging 
Christians, and to accept not everything needs to be aimed at non-Christians.

•	 Inviting a non-Christian friends to church will be an important part of their faith journey. But it’s perhaps 
more effective to invite them further down the line, or while they are more closed, invite them to a more 
entry-level event, e.g. a carol service or social.

•	 Recognise the contribution that student-led groups make to the journey Christian students go on with 
their non-Christian friends. This can often be a helpful steppingstone towards faith and attending church 
services. Students do not have any sense of competition or clash between the two – they are both just part 
of a healthy ecosystem. 
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SECTION 3:  
MISSION 
OPPORTUNITIES 
I n the final ‘chapter’ of the interviews, I invited each participant to 

think about the missional opportunity they have as university students.

The question I asked went something like, “What do you think Christian university students can do to help non-
Christian university students find Jesus”. I made it clear that they could talk about things that had already come 
up in the conversation (e.g. inviting non-Christians to church), but also said they could think beyond that too. 

Participants really seemed to like this question, and came up with rich ideas, which are described below.

I then asked them, “Given that you have said XYZ are opportunities Christian university students have, to what 
extent do you think your church equips and supports you to be that kind of person, or to do those kinds of 
things?” 

The answers to this question were really encouraging, and will be helpful for church communities to think 
through, as they work on helping their students make the most of the season they’re in. 

What do Christian university students see as their role in introducing their 
friends to Jesus?

When asked about it, most of the students see university as a unique opportunity to engage in God’s mission of 
drawing people into a relationship with himself. Some of them talked about this being a period where people are 
figuring out who they are, and what they believe, and therefore as a time where people are perhaps more open 
to exploring something like Christian faith.

“I think university is a really unique time where a lots of people are searching for things. In university, most 
people haven’t had a chance to properly figure things out for themselves, but they’re very often – knowingly 
or unknowingly – sheltered or influenced a lot by what their family think, or even like their small hometown, 
what the general like vibe is there. So at university, there’s a unique chance of being able to catch people when 
they’re discovering things, but before they’ve necessarily formed too strong of an opinion. Well, that’s not the 
same for everyone, but when people are still figuring things out and you can be like, well this is how I do it, this 
is my belief. And people are, I think people at university are more open to hearing other people’s opinions – 
sometimes, more open to hearing other people’s opinions on things.”
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From speaking to these students, they appear to have a healthy ‘incarnational’ view of mission, and they 
recognise the privilege and responsibility they have of helping their friends discover Jesus. Though they don’t 
see the process as simple and quick, they do believe that they have a significant role to play, while at the same 
time recognising God is ultimately the one who changes people’s hearts and saves them. 

When they described the role that they can play, and might in fact already be playing, their answers broke down 
into the following three categories.

BEFRIENDING

This theme came through very strongly, and very frequently. It’s something that all of them are already working 
on, and it’s something they see as being foundational to everything else. 

They are cultivating genuine friendships – they aren’t interested in just playing at friendship so that they can 
share the gospel or invite someone to church. They genuinely care about their friends and the people around 
them. The theme of ‘authenticity’ ran through their responses in this area. 

Being someone who was ‘accessible’ came through strongly – being 
somebody who is close, who is there, who people can turn to. And 
within this accessibility, many of them demonstrated a deep love and 
pastoral concern for their peers. They recognise that a lot of people 
find life difficult, that many struggle with mental and emotional health 
challenges, and that they are often looking for help and answers in 
places that ultimately don’t serve them well.

In short, these Christian students really care about their friends, and 
see investing in friendships as of vital importance. 

“Another way is to be a friend – just to be an actual friend. Because I 
guess being a Christian is a really big part of you, and that will come 
across to them.

I think particularly at uni, I see a lot of people seeking and trying to become their own person and just going 
about it in the wrong ways, in ways that really get them hurt. You can tell it’s just people who have come away 
from home and they want to become their own person, and they’re branching out into all these new things and 
they want to try new things and they’re doing it just in the wrong way, and they’re getting so hurt by it. They’ll 
know and they’ll still be doing it, be it drugs or whatever. And coming to uni is such an opportunity for you to 
branch out and to really kind of start to see where you’re at spiritually. I just think they’re not doing the wrong 
thing in that, but they’re going the wrong way about it. And there is an answer, and I really think that’s such an 
opportunity as well, and one I probably won’t get again, where I’m just surrounded by young people who are 
seeking. So it’s such a good time.

I mean particularly where I study – the art world is such a damaged world in a way, and people have a lot of 
trauma and a lot of issues, which I’m really conscious of, and think what they need first is love… So I think for me, 
just getting to know them before I would start maybe thinking about talking about God, because I don’t think 
that’s helpful – especially for the people that I’m around… Yeah, I think they need a friend first. 

I think we do have a pretty big role in terms of what we can do, just because I feel like we’re more accessible to 
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people. It’s easier for them to find Jesus with us than say for example at church or with people who might not be 
the same age. Say for example I’m on the same course as someone – there’s a lot of similarities that you can find 
with people which might make it easier for them to open up and talk about what they’re going through and stuff. 
And then also I think it’s a lifestyle thing, or how we live life. I think a lot of people, young people in general, they 
face anxiety or depression and a lot of these negative emotions. And especially uni students, most of them live 
away from home, so it’s harder for them to be with people that they love or find that love.”

And as mentioned in Section 2, some of them don’t just think about friendship at the individual level, but also in 
how they can include their non-Christian friends within their Christian community.

“If you go to sports events and stuff like that, there’s this culture that is sort of unforgiving, and you have to do 
a lot of things that people don’t necessarily want to do, because of the peer pressure. I feel like we are a group 
where we don’t judge, you know… There’s no feeling like they have to [do something] to gain social status or 
anything like that. It’s sort of like a group of people where they’re able to do what they want without feeling 
judged – like it’s quite a relaxed group of people.”

MODELLING

The theme of modelling came through at least as strongly as that of befriending, and often the two went hand-
in-hand. Many of them talked about how they are already seeking to model Jesus to their friends, and it came 
through as an aspiration of something they would like to do even more. They used terms such as being ‘a light’ 
or being ‘a window’, as well as being ‘a model’, to denote their desire to show their friends what Jesus is like. 

Interestingly, though they mostly saw this role in a positive light, some did talk about the sense of pressure they 
feel to represent Jesus amongst their friends – particularly those where they were the only Christian that their 
non-Christian friends have contact with. 

“Like I say, some of my friends have no idea about Christianity and don’t know what it’s about – and that’s more 
people than you’d think. So I think just being a good role model of being a Christian and living Christianly. 

We can live like Jesus and live for him and love him, and in doing so be a window that God can reach people 
through, and that people will see Jesus in us. I think a large part of evangelism is just living like Jesus, and living 
in a way where people notice that there is a difference, and they see that we serve a living God – they see that 
there is God in us. I think God will shine through us and will use us in that way of just living life and just in the 
everyday decisions of choosing him, that we become a window that people see God through. 

I would say if I’ve talked about me being a Christian, and I’ve seen they’re not sure about it, I would take that as 
now I have a responsibility to show them what a Christian is I guess, which is quite a big responsibility. 

I’ve had it said to me a couple of times recently, where people have told me like, “Hey, you’ve kept in touch with 
me”, or, “You came up to me and talked to me in a way no one else did”, or “You treat me with a kindness no one 
else seems to” – and they kind of ask me about that, which is great because I’ve been trying to work on that.

I think [university students] can play quite a big role because I think when I look at my generation, I see so many 
people that are lost, and so many people that are just trying to find comfort in a lot of different things, whether 
that be alcohol, or partying, or drugs. So people are longing for something deeper, but they don’t know where to 
go. So I feel like we, as Christians, should show them that there is another way of life and you’re showing them 
how fulfilled you are in your life, and how deep your relationship and connections are.”
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ACCOMPANYING

These students definitely see inviting their non-Christian friends to church as important, but they don’t view 
the inviting in isolation. For them, it’s part of a bigger, longer journey. Having established relationships, modelled 
Jesus, and had spiritual conversations with their friends, they want to invite them to events and services at 
their church (as well as to on-campus, student-led events).

As part of this ‘accompanying’, they see it is vital that they can explain to their friends exactly what to expect, 
that they can answer any questions, that they go with their friends to the service/event, and that they continue 
the journey beyond. 

It’s encouraging that these participants seem to have a healthy perspective on helping their friends explore 
faith. On the one hand, they are taking responsibility and initiative, while on the other, they recognise the need 
for the church and Christian community. It’s also encouraging that they understand inviting and accompanying 
through a relational rather than a transactional lens. 

As explained in detail in section 2, they see church as an important 
place where their friends can see what Christians and Christianity 
is really like, hear the gospel and encounter God, and get connected 
with other Christians. They see themselves as a potential bridge into 
church community. 

“So it was a perfect opportunity to say, “If you’re curious, come along. 
If you’re not, absolutely no worries – I’ll support you, I walk along with 
you, but it’s completely up to you.” I didn’t force them at all. I think that 
was quite a cool thing: the fact that I was that spark. They did want to 
go and they did want to keep going along to other events. I think that 
was the main thing: just wanting to be able to answer questions and 
not making them feel like they’ve got unanswered questions, because 
an answer to that question might be the reason they then start 
thinking Christianity is a real thing and it is pretty cool. I don’t want to 
let an unanswered question stand in the way.

I feel like the way evangelism is approached on campus is like if we 
are evangelising, we are walking around campus handing out flyers, 
inviting people to events. But I feel like that doesn’t work as well. I feel 
like it works better when you have a relationship with that person, and 
then you invite them. If you see someone random on campus and say, 

“Oh, come to my church” – even me as a person, if I was invited to something by someone I don’t know, I probably 
wouldn’t go. 

I think another important thing is being open that [Christian faith] does apply to them, and that might be the 
inviting stage, or it might just be being open to talking to people about how your faith influences the decisions 
you make and your attitudes to stuff.”
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To what extent do they say their churches are equipping and encouraging them to 
be missional where they are?

Having established with each participant what they think is a good approach to showing and sharing faith, I 
asked them to what extent and in what ways their churches were helping them to live that kind of life.

Participants were largely positive about their churches in this regard.  I did sense though that there is probably 
room for growth in this area, especially when it comes to churches specifically equipping students for their 
particular context and moment. 

There were three main themes that came through in terms of churches helping them to live as missional 
disciples.

PEER SUPPORT AND ROLE MODELS

Almost all participants talked about being equipped and encouraged through relationships within their church 
communities. This came through as the most impactful factor for them.

Their answers covered two types of relationships. The first of these, 
we might call ‘peer support’. These are the side-to-side relationships 
they have with one another – predominantly with those at a similar age 
and stage. 

Threads that run through this theme include the encouragement of 
others; knowing that others are praying for them; knowing that they 
are not the only one who is trying to make a difference for Jesus at uni; 
having people who will keep them accountable; and having people to 
share stories and experiences with. 

“I think it’s also talking to other people and texting people who are 
young people at university, who are trying to reach their friends – 

hearing about what they’re doing and what’s working for them, I find that tends to help me the most. 

Even just sometimes I’ll send people in church a message like, ‘Hey, can you pray for me?’, and the response 
obviously most of the time it will be ‘Yeah, of course.’ And then sometimes they’ll ask why and sometimes they 
won’t even ask me. But even that, it’s so encouraging to just have a community of people that are always there 
and happy to invite, happy to welcome, happy to hear what you have to say. I think that’s really encouraging. 

And also I have a community of people who can hold me accountable because – they are close to me but they 
are also my friends from church. Like if they see me doing something that may be contrary to what we believe 
in, they can stop me and ask, “What’s going on?” or whatever. And it doesn’t feel like they’re attacking me, but 
actually it convicts me. So just having that community has been really good.

I guess I’m so blessed to have so many Christian friends who are in the same boat – it’s not like I’m the only 
Christian trying to tell [name of university]’s about Jesus. I’m part of God’s wider church at uni doing this 
mission together.”

As well as talking about the benefits of peer support, sometimes combined with this, and sometimes distinct 
from this, they talked about the importance of ‘role models’. These are people who might be the same age, or 
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might be older, and they may or may not hold a formal leadership position within the church. But they primarily 
see these people as setting an example by their own lifestyle, and they act as a guide and an inspiration for how 
the students can see themselves and live their lives. 

With the participants who specifically talked about church leaders and student leaders who acted in this way, 
they particularly focus on conversations they are able to have with these leaders. In other words, they are more 
likely to see them as role models when they get to know them and see them up close, and have meaningful 
interaction with them. 

“I’m always just chatting to [name of friend] and just trying to develop my own knowledge, and I think that’s been 
helping me a little bit with some of those times when they [non-Christian friends] ask me questions like that. 

I think I guess close friends, who model Jesus for me. And then I’m like, “Okay, this is what I’d like to be like as 
well. 

What I’m going to say now about the Life Group can be applied to people in the church as well. It’s just the way 
some of those people carry themselves. It’s how the whole kind of community, they’re all the people I want 
to be like whether it’s like in church as well as in their home groups and in their lives, they are that light. And 
especially like the guys I go out with on nights out from my church group – they’re all around 27-30, so they’re at 
a slightly different stage of life to me, and I can use that as a kind of inspiration, like I can be like that. But it’s also 
real where they’re talking about the struggles they had or even that they’re still having as guys growing up in 
the world we live in, so it’s just encouraging. But it’s also the way everyone carries themselves, it’s like there’s a 
sense of authority, but also a sense of just pure kindness and like they’re walking with God on the inside.”

GENERAL FAITH BUILDING

Lots of participants talked about how being part of their church helps to sustain and grow their faith in both 
a general and a profound sense. Their churches help them to have confidence in God and the gospel, and 
help them grow a faith that is both deep and solid. They say it’s this general growth but then gives them the 
confidence to keep going in their own faith, to be more open about their faith at uni, and to be willing to show 
and share their faith with others. 

Some also talked about church involvement as something that helps keep them ‘on track’– both in terms of 
belief, and also in terms of ethics/Christian living. It’s a regular touch point for them, which stops them drifting 
away, or falling into unhealthy or sinful patterns. 

“I would say my church is very helpful. I would say probably I find more help in the smaller groups like the young 
adults group. I found people that really inspire me to actually live for God unashamedly and completely, so 
always seeing those people keeps me on track, even when I do fall.

There’s also the Holy Spirit changing me just through the service and through the worship, and taking things 
away that I might not even realise, or giving me things that I might not realise at the time. But that would form 
me and help me to live out that walk… For me it’s just the manifest presence of God in worship and through the 
service that is really transformational, and it’s teaching me and guiding me through life.” 
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EQUIPPING

While the vast majority of students talked about how their church communities help strengthen and deepen 
their faith in general terms, some also spoke of how their churches equipped them – at least to some extent – to 
live the kind of missional life they had described to me in the previous question. 

Because many of these students recognise the missional opportunities around them, and because they want 
to be great friends, models, and accompanists, they love it when their church leaders and communities help 
them to develop in those areas. 

Yes, these students want good services and events to eventually invite their non-Christian friends to. And they 
also want to be equipped and empowered to live out the mission of God has for them where they are. 

“I think my church does help me in the sense [of living missionally] that there are active conversations that we 
have – maybe on a weekly basis… whether it’s with youth leaders or cell leaders, or the pastor speaks about it, 
or just with people my age and my friends in church. And just really being intentional about how can we speak 
about Jesus, how can we share Jesus, how can we share this love, because it’s such an important part of who 
we are: just to be able to share the word.

A lot of [the sermons] have been quite focused on living out the gospel in our everyday lives, and lots of them 
quite focused on how you can be that light in your life. I feel like they could possibly give some more practical 
ways of living out the gospel… We get told to live out the gospel, but how do we do that in some regards? So 
maybe just a few more practical ways that we could actually spread the gospel just by living our life and being 
that Christian friend that people can turn to. 

And then I guess every Sunday the talk is always about how you can live out your faith as best as possible 
and that is part of that witness. I think even if you’re not doing it with the sole intention of witnessing to your 
friends, just growing as a Christian, the way you act, the way you live your life, is a witness in that. Every Sunday 
we’re talking about how can we live more like Jesus. That is inherently how we can witness better to the non-
Christians that we know. 

I think by building Christians up, by having Bible studies, by helping them to grapple with the Bible themselves 
– grapple with Jesus themselves… And as you get to grips with the Bible more, as you get to grips with Jesus 
more, you realise these things don’t you: that the whole thing is God inviting people to be part of his family, and 
you can’t really ignore that if you’re studying the Bible. That’s literally the whole story! It starts in the garden, 
ends in the city. So yeah, I think it’s hard to ignore mission if you’re studying the Bible.” 
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Section 3 highlights and recommendations

•	 These Christian students recognise they have a great missional opportunity, and many of them are already 
playing an important role in the lives of non-Christians – as friends, models, and accompanists who journey 
with them and invite them to events. They see this is really important, and love being equipped to do this. 

•	 The most significant way these Christians are being encouraged and supported in their mission is through 
their relationships with other Christians within their church communities.

•	 As well as thinking about how to create services and events to invite non-Christians to, churches and 
Christian groups have a great opportunity to encourage the great stuff Christian students are already 
doing, and to further equip and encourage them to live as missional disciples in their contexts. 

•	 The majority of the churches these students talked about are doing a good job of helping to build faith in a 
general sense, and this does make a difference to how students live. However, there is scope for churches 
to be more focused in the way they disciple students for their missional contexts. 

•	 It would be interesting to know to what extent church and student leaders are aware of how significant 
students’ relationships with other church members is. Seeing as this is such a fruitful area, perhaps there 
are ways more could be made of these relationships, and they might be more recognised within church 
culture?
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