Paul Arnott Interviews Paul Barker About Leadership Training with CMS

Paul Arnott is the State Director of CMS Victoria. Paul Barker is a Victorian CMS missionary engaged in leadership training throughout Asia. He arrived on the field in late December 2009.

Paul Arnott: This is an interview with Paul Barker, talking about him becoming a CMS missionary, recorded at Katoomba on 19 December 2009. Paul, tell us how you came to become a CMS missionary involved in theological education.

Paul Barker: Well, I’ve been doing some theological education in different parts of the world part-time – a couple of weeks, two to four, five, six weeks a year, over most of the last 10 years, a bit in Africa and the Middle East and then mainly in Asia in recent years, and over the last three years have begun feeling a prompting from God, opportunities more than I can take on, beginning to feel, “Where should I go next after the parish ministry I’ve been involved with?”, and so began pursuing with CMS nearly three years ago, I guess – two and a half years ago – some possibilities.

PA: So what was it that finally convinced you that this was a good and right direction to go in?

PB: A combination of things. I had a couple of friends with whom I prayed, and they were encouraging. I guess feeling the value and strategy of what I had been doing, especially in places where it’s hard to get into long-term, and seeing the value of going back regularly so you build relationships with faculty and students. And CMS being open to the possibility, really. So my whole strategy of, package that I put to CMS initially was to be semi-itinerant, and being able to then keep teaching more regularly in India, Burma, China in particular – where I’ve taught for a few years – but also other places, being available to do more and working out with CMS what would be an appropriate base, so that it’s not fully itinerant.

PA: You’re going to be based at the Malaysia Theological Seminary, about an hour south of Kuala Lumpur, for part of the year, and then travel to other places for the rest of the year. Just tell us a bit more about how that’s going to work.

PB: Sure, I’ll be involved fully in the life of that college when I’m there, which will be most of one semester, and probably teach one or two intensive courses during the rest of the year for them, and use that as my base and my home when I’m not elsewhere teaching or on home deputation. So that’ll be the base, and it’s convenient for transport as well – that was a consideration. It’s a good college in its own right, it teaches at postgraduate level, and so being qualified with a PhD I think it’s right to teach at the highest level that is possible, given the qualifications I’ve got. And then it’s convenient to be able to go three times – four times, maybe – in 2010 to Burma, a couple of times to India, Pakistan, Eurasia, possibly a couple of other countries in Asia as well.

PA: What about your support base? I mean, it sounds potentially as though it could be quite a lonely existence.

PB: That’s true, and that’s one of the reasons why I think for many years I didn’t particularly see myself as a missionary overseas, being single, but under God, I guess I’ve tried to think through “How can I best use being single as well as my qualifications?” So the travelling side of it means that I can do that, whereas people with families would find that harder. I’ve already got some friends, I guess, that I’ve made over the last few years in some of these places. I’m sure I’ll make new friends. I will of course be reliant on people’s prayers and the friendships back home, and so I’ll come home every year for four weeks’ deputation rather than three years away, and I think that’s healthier for me relationally anyway.

PA: You’ll not only be doing Bible teaching, theological teaching, but you’ll also be doing mentoring. Do you want to talk a bit more about that?

PB: Well, I think the role of anyone in theological education is that you mentor students and faculty, whether I’m teaching at home or abroad, really. You’re not mentoring every student, and there’s peer, sort of, relationships of encouragement within a faculty, so certainly I see that role, and in different places God will bring into your life different people for whom you can be of good benefit. And so already there’ve been people I’ve been encouraging and mentoring to a degree – students and faculty in different places – and I guess that I will see myself as having more of that sort of role as well. And the other aspect of it will not just be theological education but leading some Langham Preaching programs, which I’ve done for a few years in different places, so that will build up relationships with pastors and preachers in particular in some countries.

PA: You’ve already, as you have said, been doing this for several years. Can you tell us about some of the people that you’ve already had contact with?

PB: Yeah, sure. One person I’ve had quite a bit to do with over the last three or four years is an Old Testament lecturer in Burma. I first met him in India, where he did his Masters degree, and I’ve been helping to put together a package with Ridley College Melbourne and Langham Partners to bring him to Melbourne to do his PhD, so him not being in Burma teaching Old Testament means there’s a bit more need for me to be there – you know, to go back there a bit more often. And he’s a guy … we’ve become friends and I’m mentoring or encouraging him, you know, in a sort of informal way, in a way. Another student in China who I’ve had a lot to do with and become a mentor and friends with and brought him out to Melbourne earlier this year to experience our Chinese congregation and some of the Chinese Bible College in Melbourne – BCV – Chinese college, to give him a wider experience, and to encourage him towards being a Bible teacher back in China. So that’s a couple of people, but there are other students I’ve had in India in particular that I try and keep up with and encourage.

PA: This is a relatively new model for CMS, a new teaching ministry. Can you talk a little bit about the process?

PB: Yes, CMS keep saying that it’s very new, although I seem to recall people in the New Testament wandering around teaching in different places! Yes, when I first spoke with John Thew, early 2007 – so nearly three years ago – I really thought that CMS wouldn’t be interested in this sort of semi-itinerant ministry, but he said, “Well, that’s exactly a model we’ve considered”, and hadn’t really got anybody in mind for it. So that, sort of, that didn’t throw me, but I suddenly thought, “Oh! There was my hope that this door might close, and that’s wide open! ” And so I’ve kept pursuing that with conversations with the Federal and with the branch office in Victoria over time, and I’ve been interested to see the, sort of, willingness of CMS to consider that sort of strategy and to rethink training and preparation that would be appropriate for me in that, and that’s been very encouraging and supportive as well. And I guess I’ve always been encouraged by CMS’s general strategy and priorities in ministry, and this is a sort of new avenue that fits within the priorities, but a new style of missionary service, I guess, for CMS, and that’s – you know, I’m pleased to be part of that, I guess.

PA: As you head into this new ministry, what are some specific things that people can pray for?

PB: I’m aware that teaching in what could be six to eight different countries during the year, all with different, very different, cultures and backgrounds – even though mostly in Asia – will mean it’s impossible to learn languages appropriate for them all, and impossible to know their cultures. So where I’ll be based in Malaysia is largely a Muslim country, but I’ll be often in Burma, which is a Buddhist country, in India, which is Hindu, and in some Communist countries. So very different places, but in all of them the Church is in need of theological depth. I think that’s one of the greatest needs of the Developing World Church, is deeper roots theologically, and training up pastors, preachers and evangelists at a stronger, better level. And so, yeah, I’m committed to the ministry, but I’m aware that I won’t be immersed in the culture and language that being in one place might enable – but that’s OK, I think [there are] pros and cons in that and I think the value of going to places where you can’t go long-term, but being able to go two, three times a year short-term, is worth that cost.

PA: I can imagine that some people listening to this interview, or reading it, might think to themselves, “But is theological education, is educating people at theological depth, enough to really grow the Church – the Majority Church?”

PB: Um, well, is it enough? I think it’s essential, certainly, and you see that in the emphases, I think, in the Epistles in the New Testament, that you’re dealing with new churches, but Paul is most frequently concerned about theological depth, in effect, and keeping firm in the gospel. And so that’s where I think someone like me – but others as well from the West – can be of great value in helping to train pastors to be strong and deeply rooted, so that they’re not blown about by every wind of doctrine, for example.

PA: Paul Barker, many thanks!

PB: Thank you! 
