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A striking trend emerged from a survey of alumni of Navigator campus ministries last year. While the alumni considered
their training in personal growth and ministry highly effective in the campus setting, many reported that it failed to 
prepare them for a ministry in the local church after graduation. The author, a former Navigator staff member who is now 
a seminary student, suggests a number of principles that can help to ease the transition.—Ed.

I felt as though I was directing a train that had just pulled into a roundhouse. Previously, all that had been necessary was 
to head down the track. Now it seemed that numerous possible directions lay before me.
That was my perception of the options that opened up to me when, after years in campus ministry, I moved into more 
direct involvement with a local church. For me the change was exhilarating. But for many the transition causes a period 
of discomfort, if not outright frustration.

For a considerable number of graduates who were converted through a campus ministry, active involvement in a local 
church is a new experience. For them, the awkwardness of the transition may be particularly acute. But even those who 
have enjoyed the benefits of a solid church life prior to their campus experience often find reentry difficult.

TROUBLES IN TRANSITION

Frustration and difficulty may arise from a number of factors. Those involved in campus ministries often see a steady 
stream of new believers. Each school year brings a new group of freshmen to the campus to whom the gospel may be 
presented. In contrast, many churches are in far more stable communities. Growth comes, but it often comes more 
slowly.

COMMITMENT AND COMPLEXITY

Those who participate in a campus group generally demonstrate a high level of personal commitment. Almost everyone
who attends regularly is intent on becoming mature as a believer. In a church setting wide ranges of Christian maturity 
and personal involvement coexist. The passive Christianity of many church members is disconcerting to those who are 
used to active involvement in a campus ministry.

The goals and activities of a campus group may be focused on evangelism, disciplemaking, or Bible study. The student 
feels a sense of coherent movement, and sees direct progress being made for the cause of Christ. Churches, on the 
other hand, are far more complex: Christian ministry takes place from "the cradle to the grave." A wide variety of jobs 
must be done: caring for infants and toddlers in the nursery, maintaining the grounds and building, administering the 
Sunday school, visiting the sick and elderly. For one who is accustomed to the simplicity of the campus ministry, the 
sheer diversity of the activities of the church may be disconcerting.

A SIFTING OF VALUES

These and other differences between a campus ministry and the local church help to precipitate the discomfort of 
transition felt by many "alumni" of campus ministries. Essentially the problems arise from the conflict between the 
existing structure of most churches and the expectations and ideals of discipleship gained on the college campus. The 
concept of disciplemaking, which was so heavily stressed in the campus ministry, receives less attention, or none at all. 
Evangelism and discipling activities, at least in the direct one-to-one sense, take up a much smaller proportion of the 
time and energy of the congregation than such activities did on the campus.

Clearly, entering the local church structure necessitates a shifting of priorities and a sifting of values. The ideal is to 
integrate personal ministry into the church structure and to maintain the essence of disciplemaking in life and thought. 
There are no simple or universal solutions for this process. Yet, the change from campus to church can stimulate healthy 
steps toward maturity. Above all, the process of integrating our lives more fully into the local church can cause us to 
examine and reexamine our ideas about being and making disciples in the light of Scripture. Let us consider, then, two 
passages that speak to the nature of discipleship and discipling others.



OBEDIENCE TO GOD'S WORD

To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, "If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will 
know the truth, and the truth will set you free."—Jn. 8:31–32 The implications of Jesus' statement are multiple and 
profound. Here Jesus set out a very general definition of discipleship. Those who believed in Jesus were told that they 
must simply remain obedient to all His words.

At one time I thought that Jesus' requirement was rather simple. After all, on the campus, we did not define a person as 
a "disciple" unless that person had memorized scripture, had a regular quiet time, witnessed to others, and regularly 
attended fellowship meetings. It was only later that I realized that, far from being an easy requirement for discipleship, 
this passage represents a far more stringent demand than any mere list of activities.

The very open-endedness of Jesus' words comes to meet us in all situations of life. It touches all aspects of integrity, of 
morality, of faith, of kindness, and of love toward others. In every aspect of life, Jesus' claim calls for obedience to His 
Word, and by implication, to all of Scripture. A person is not truly Jesus' disciple unless he is putting His Word into 
practice. In other words, being a disciple of Jesus is a dynamic and lifelong process of obedience.

It is entirely proper, then, for discipleship to take a different form in the local church than on the college campus. Jesus' 
words must be put into practice in a far broader, and in many senses far more demanding, context. Discipleship now 
includes marriage, family, career, and community relationships. The college graduate can profit from more mature 
members of the congregation who have put the Scriptures into practice in all these areas of life.

Since there are a variety of needs, personalities, and abilities within the congregation, we should not attempt to convert 
everyone to our particular list of "discipleship activities." It is far more important that a disciple regularly hear, read, and 
obey the Scriptures than for an entire church to endorse one particular method of memorizing verses, of having a quiet 
time, or of doing evangelism.

DIVERSITY AND UNITY

It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and
teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity 
in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of 
Christ.—Eph. 4:11–13

In the broader context of this passage, Paul reminds his readers of how essential unity is among Christ's people. All 
growth and development of the church should foster such unity. We are all to grow into the Head, Christ (Eph. 4:15). This 
unity is based not only on the humble concern of the members for one another, but also derives from a shared 
confession of the truth.

Yet within the unity of faith and mutual love, there is diversity. Every individual in the church has his or her proper work to 
do in order to cause the whole body to grow (Eph. 4:16). Paul takes up the beautiful imagery of the diversity and 
coordination of the members of the human body to demonstrate his conception of the growth of the Church under 
Christ.

This passage has much to say about making disciples in the local church today. Paul, of course, never uses the word 
"disciple" or the phrase "to make disciples" in his writings. Yet in this passage he speaks directly to the issue of 
disciplemaking, since Paul describes here how personal maturity and growth are developed within the congregation.

A Variety of Gifts

First, the task of edification, or disciplemaking, is not a simple one. God gives a variety of individuals and gifts to further 
the growth of His people. In other words, developing mature Christians within the church requires that a number of tasks 
be performed. Paul wanted all believers to reach the unity of the faith (Eph. 4:13). Everyone is to be involved in the 
growth process: the weak and the strong, the young and the old, the mature and the immature. Neither a single means 
nor a single individual is sufficient to carry out all the ministries that are necessary to make disciples in a church.

Before World War II, the Steinway piano company made all its pianos on the basis of the personal knowledge of 
craftsmen. The skills of construction were passed on from one laborer to another. During the war, Steinway assisted the 
war effort by constructing wooden gliders, for which the government supplied blueprints. When one of the head 
craftsmen saw the speed and efficiency by which the gliders could be made by using blueprints, he took it upon himself 



to learn drafting and to produce plans for the construction of pianos. From that point on, Steinway adopted this new 
method for making pianos. Yet there remain a few essential tasks, such as adjusting the tone of the nearly-completed 
piano, that must be passed on from craftsman to craftsman.

The shift from person-to-person communication to the use of blueprints is much like the experience of moving from a 
campus ministry into the church. On the campus, the method of one-to-one discipling can help believers mature 
considerably. But the campus experience is only a small part of a person's lifetime. College students are a relatively 
small social group with limited needs. The full task of developing mature Christians is larger. Just as Steinway retains the 
personal skill of craftsmen as a necessary part of constructing pianos, so person-to-person discipling ought to be an 
indispensable part of every church. Yet this form of discipling is only a part of the larger work of edifying God's people.

Growing in Knowledge

A second point stands out from the passage in Ephesians. Paul's concept of a mature believer, and a mature church, 
involves knowledge. We are to grow into "unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God" (Eph. 4:13).
Part of Christian maturity requires a sound theology. This does not mean that we are all called to be systematic 
theologians! However, we all have a "theology" in the sense that we all have our own concept of God and of how He 
works in the world. Christian maturity, in part, involves bringing our thoughts about God into line with what the Scriptures  
say of Him. In Eph. 4:13–15, Paul portrays Christian growth as the development of our understanding of the Christian 
faith. This growth in understanding is not Paul's only concern. For him maturity also involves putting the truth into 
practice (Eph. 4:17)! But we should not neglect the element of theological growth as we live as disciples and as we 
disciple others.

This insight has practical implications. We should never underestimate our need to be consistently exposed to biblically-
based preaching. Most Christians, consciously or unconsciously, adopt the basic approach to the Scriptures that they 
hear on Sunday morning. Solid preaching, while it is not the only necessary ingredient to growth, contributes 
substantially to the development of mature Christians. The traditional structure of the local church —particularly the 
Sunday morning worship service— can and ought to be viewed as an integral part of the process.

THE TRANSITION FROM CAMPUS TO CHURCH

In a certain sense, to speak of "entry into the local church" as a post-graduation event is a misstatement. Most students 
involved with a campus organization also attend a local church. Even those students who are converted on the college 
campus have some church experience before graduation.
In another sense, entry into full involvement with a local church often takes place only after leaving the campus. Christian 
students and churches near the college campus frequently regard the student's status as "transient." Moreover, the 
activities of Christian organizations on the campus frequently take up the bulk of the student's available time. 

Opportunities for personal ministry and peer support are usually easier to find in the campus organization. The Christian 
group is generally the focus of the student's attention and the source of his identity. Church participation is often limited 
to the worship service.

Though students may not realize it, the campus church offers them an excellent opportunity for integrating their 
commitment to disciplemaking with the local church structure before leaving the university. Students can balance 
campus ministry with church experience while they are still in school. For example, during the junior and senior years, a 
student might substitute one weekly campus activity (e.g., leading a Bible study) with one church commitment (e.g., 
teaching Sunday school). A healthy balance of activities can serve as preparation for the next stage of life.

CHOOSING A CHURCH

The church that a new graduate chooses to attend may radically influence his growth in discipleship. One primary factor
to consider is the theological stance of the church or denomination. Anyone who considers joining a church ought to be 
sure that he understands and endorses the doctrinal stance of the church and of the particular denomination it 
represents. How does that church understand the authority of the Scriptures, baptism, the Lord's Supper, the work of the 
Holy Spirit, the manner in which a person receives salvation, and the structure of the church itself? These and other 
questions are important to consider in choosing a church.

Naturally there are other factors to consider in a decision about a church. The quality of the preaching, the evangelistic 
outreach, the involvement of the church in its community, the spiritual vitality of the congregation—all these should enter 



into the choice. Usually, however, Christians who are used to active participation in a college ministry are quick to notice 
these factors. It is the doctrinal element of the decision-making process that is often overlooked.

THE CALL TO FRUITFUL SERVICE

Ultimately the graduate's goal is to find not only a church, but a way to serve fruitfully within that church. In every church 
I have known, there have been more jobs than willing workers. It is not at all difficult to find a place to serve. But most 
graduates of campus ministries want to have some sort of direct impact. They want not merely activity, but meaningful 
activity.

But as the Scriptures portray them, "discipleship" and "disciplemaking" should not be too narrowly defined. There are 
many tasks that are necessary to build mature Christians. A job is not to be disdained merely because it seems 
mundane! Moreover, the time spent performing many tasks provides the opportunity to build relationships with other 
church members, relationships that can be used to help one another grow. In addition, most churches have evangelism 
and Bible study programs. If such programs are lacking, often all that is needed is a volunteer who will help coordinate 
such efforts. There is ample room within the local church for fruitful service!

The "campus Christian" who finds himself adrift in the somewhat strange new world of the church ministry may need 
time to check his bearings and chart a new course. But as he does, he will find that the experience and training he 
received in the limited sphere of the campus ministry has given him the skills and the vision to take full advantage of the 
opportunities for service in the life of a local church. He still has much to learn, but he also has the freedom to develop a 
deeper understanding of true discipleship and to exercise his special gifts to make disciples within a larger and more 
diverse Body of Christ.
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