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A Millennial’s Perspective on Missionary Mentorship 

by Briel Kjetland 

 As a Millennial starting my senior year in college, I am all too familiar with feeling lost, 

confused, and alone when I look to an uncertain future which looms ahead of me. With a little 

under a year left to finish my Intercultural Studies major, the next steps toward the mission field 

after graduation are both exciting and terrifying. The mere thought of entering into the real world 

(let alone missions) is daunting, and I am not alone in this. The National Study of Youth and 

Religion surveyed over 3,000 young people and found that “most emerging adults are close to 

being overwhelmed with all the skills, tasks, responsibilities, systems, and procedures they are 

having to learn.”  Moreover, my generation is a generation that prioritizes making genuine 1

connections with other people, as well as a generation that longs to be a part of something larger 

than ourselves.  However, we do not know how to go about pursuing our world-changing 2

dreams. This leads to disappointments and discontentment. Therefore, if a way was made for us 

Millennials to connect with mentors possessing real-life experience, we could start to realize that 

the passions and dreams God has put inside of us can turn into a reality some day. Providing 

individual attention through personal relationships with our generation is a key factor in helping 

us, especially those considering the idea of pursing a career in missions.  In our generation, one-3

on-one relationships are not only the best way to mobilize us, but they are also an effective tool 
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in helping us discern and discover what God’s will is.  A combined mixture of my own 4

experience, several sources, and interaction with my peers continues to confirm the importance 

of these individual relationships, and the potential for the great impact they could have. Thus, 

mentorships between missionaries and young, aspiring Christians should be established and 

encouraged for several reasons. The following are six reasons why Millennials themselves are 

desperate for these missionary mentorships to be formed. 

 1. We Millennials want a missionary to mentor us because we need direction. The 

world today is much different from previous generations. This is mostly due to the advance in 

technology and the overall consumeristic mindset that prevails in America, in which our 

generation was raised.  Almost every American receives constant words, images, and videos that 5

aim to convince the consumer they need the business’ product. In fact, the idea of living the 

American Dream is reinforced through these mediums. For Christian Millennials who have 

grown up in this type of culture, we may feel as if we are receiving mixed messages. For 

instance, some Christians often emphasize that God has a plan and purpose for our lives, but then 

discourage us from a ministry major in pursuit of another more practical major. There are others 

who encourage the call to ministry but do not see the need for education. Then, for Millennials 

who think they are supposed to pursue a future regarding missions in one way or another, these 

mixed messages become more confusing when we are told that everyone is a missionary and that 

America needs missionaries here too. Most Millennials are still trying to figure out what their 
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purpose in life is.  The weight of the future combined with these messages can leave many 6

feeling lost—myself included. We not only feel clueless and helpless, but we also feel the burden 

of the future weighing heavily upon our shoulders. With all the other conflicting voices that 

surround and pressure us, we Millennials need a trusted voice of guidance who will pray for and 

with us, and walk right alongside us in this path of discerning and discovering God’s will.  

 Yet, the innate tendencies of Millennials are another reason why they need a missionary 

presence in their lives. Millennials themselves are swift to catch a vision for making the world a 

better place.  But as swiftly as Millennials catch a vision, it disappears just as quickly.  A 7 8

missionary mentor could help a student figure out if these passions are to be pursued and might 

be able to find opportunities for the student that are aligned with their end goals. The absence of 

a missionary mentor to a student could lead to the loss of a would-be missionary. The ability of 

the missionary mentor to provide clarity on a Millennial’s situation and provide space for them to 

discern God’s will is one reason why Millennials want this mentorship.  

 2. Millennials want to hear from someone with first-hand experience on the mission  

field. Formal education and other tools are available to Millennials wanting to pursue a career in 

missions. While all these resources are useful and readily available, a major factor is missing. 

Jolene Erlacher, an expert on Millennials, notes, “While Millennials value a clear vision, they 

also need it communicated with authenticity.”  Authenticity is a value of the Millennial 9
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generation.  This is why one-on-one relationships matters so much to us. We cannot receive the 10

same level of authenticity from a book, website, or class that is found in a personal relationship 

with someone else. Hearing from another missionary who has been on the field gives us a more 

accurate glimpse of what it is that we will be doing one day. We want to know every side of 

missions—not just the exciting and adventurous stories—but the struggles, hardships, and trials. 

It is incredible to hear these stories from a missionary personally, because then we hear how the 

missionary was able to overcome these trials with God’s help. It gives us hope that if a person 

just like ourselves experienced these trials and stayed faithful, so can we. I know that in my own 

experience at Bible college, I am deeply grateful for my connection with our current Missionary 

in Residence [MIR]. He is authentic in and outside of classes, and he has opened my eyes to 

many other sides of missions that I could not get from someone without his type of experience. 

Our MIR is not only passionate about missions, but he deeply cares for each and every student 

who comes in his office to talk with him. He has blessed me greatly by encouraging me and 

praying with me in times when I was ready to give up my calling to missions. A mentor 

relationship with a missionary should never be underestimated; it is one of the most powerful 

tools in the hands of a moldable Millennial.  

 3. Millennials thrive on positive reinforcement. As a generation, we Millennials are 

constantly criticized. We not only receive criticism from the generations before us, but even our 
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generation is “very self-critical, rating [our] generation as ‘most greedy’ and self indulgent.”  11

Our own criticism causes us to be hard on ourselves, creating greater expectations and larger 

disappointments when we fail to meet our own expectations. We Millennials are also tolerant  12

and able to sympathize with others in their hardships.  However, when it comes to toleration of 13

ourselves, this is one of the hardest notions for us to grasp. We not only have a hard time 

tolerating our own selves, but we also have a hard time forgiving ourselves. This is because we 

believe we are not deserving of forgiveness. Our incapability to let go of the past mistakes lead 

to current feelings of inadequacy. This inadequacy is dangerous, because it is “Satan’s primary 

tactic for keeping believers in the [Millennial] generation from reaching their full potential and 

destiny in God.”  Millennials who are drawn to missions but do not feel adequate enough might 14

never make it to the field. One way to combat this is through reassurance and confidence from an 

experienced missionary. In her book, Millennials in Ministry, Erlacher researches Millennials 

through first hand interviews. When asked about what a Millennial looks for from an authority 

figure above them—whether it be in a church, on the mission field, or some other type of 

ministry—one Millennial summed up our generation well stating, “Millennials need to feel 

valued, and that people care for us.”  We long for genuine encouragement and crave praise from 15

the previous generations. Millennials will more likely be able to believe in themselves once they 
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know that a trusted individual believes in them. A missionary may also be crucial in helping a 

Millennial move on from past mistakes and failures. Once Millennials move past their failures, 

they can proceed ahead with confidence in what God is calling them to do next. It is acceptable 

to correct us Millennials when we fall astray, as long as it is done in a loving manner and in a 

private setting. Yet, we also long to be told frequently by the older generations that you are proud 

of us for our decision to seek out God’s will and be obedient to it, because we face judgement 

and negativity from other places for our decisions. A missionary who can do all of this through a 

personal relationship has the opportunity to build up the next generation to be a major force for 

God’s kingdom.  

 4. Millennials value a safe place to express doubts, questions, and anxieties. 

Millennials do not always know who they can or cannot trust with their concerns. An ongoing 

relationship between the missionary and the Millennial provides the opportunity for that safe 

place to be created. When mutual trust is established between the two, the Millennial will be at a 

comfortable position to open up about their life and internal thoughts and feelings they have. The 

Millennial is less guarded with a missionary because they know that whatever is said in the 

private conversations stays private.  

 Another benefit of this safe place is that a Millennial can ask the deep questions. Though 

websites like askamissionary.com are useful for a wide range of topics relating to the mission 

field, those resources cannot listen to the deepest questions or doubts, and it is generally more 

useful to be able to ask a person with experience, rather than reading these questions and answers 

from a screen. A missionary can speak life and bring perspective to the situations a Millennial is 

facing. It is comforting to the Millennial that someone is listening to them, and the missionary is 

http://askamissionary.com
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able to relate to the Millennial when they tell their own story of walking out and fulfilling God’s 

calling on their life.  

 Millennials also value the wisdom of the older generations.  It is hard to attain wisdom 16

from an outside resource or in a major public setting. The missionary mentorship to younger 

people provides the perfect opportunity for the missionary to pour wisdom and advice into a 

Millennial searching for it.  

 5. Millennials want to be challenged to learn and grow as individuals. One positive 

trait of our generation is that we are hungry to learn and are especially motivated to learn from 

others.  Yet, it is easy in the busyness of life for a Millennial’s attention to be focused 17

somewhere else, rather than on learning. A missionary mentorship in itself will cause a 

Millennial to learn, but we want to be challenged even further in our own personal learning. This 

could mean suggesting a book to finish by the end of the month, challenging us to find a solid 

article to read once a week and think over, or any other challenge which will spur us onto 

additional learning. Something for a missionary mentor to keep in mind is that Millennials prefer 

“learning in situations that include collaboration, group effort, and general rather than individual 

evaluation.”  In this specific scenario, however, it simply means that Millennial mentees will 18

want to know what is occurring in the life of the missionary mentor and to learn side by side with 

them. Adding to a Millennial’s desire to learn is the desire to be challenged in areas of individual 

growth. A close relationship with a mentor allows the mentor to keep the mentee accountable in 
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areas of discipline, spiritual growth, and other places the Millennial mentee desires to see growth 

take place. This desire for mentorship and accountability was confirmed by many conversations 

with my peers in Bible college. While older generations may see Millennials as an entitled group 

of individuals,  the reality is that most of us are eager to prove ourselves capable to make a 19

contribution to society.  That is why we welcome the challenge from others to push ourselves 20

further than we could on our own. If a missionary mentor will set goals and expectations with us, 

it is likely that we will start meeting those expectations and, at times, exceeding them as we 

continue learning and growing from and alongside a missionary mentor. 

 6. Finally, we need someone who will walk us through the process of becoming a 

missionary and give us practical steps along the way. Though this is the last reason listed on 

why Millennials want missionary mentors, it is not the least. As mentioned previously, 

Millennials are some of the most passionate visionaries who dream of changing the world. This 

may be one of our key strengths, but we have weaknesses that prevent our dreams from being 

fulfilled. Tim Elmore, who has studied and knows this generation of Millennials well, states, 

“[Millennials] just don’t have what it takes to accomplish their lofty dreams.”  As harsh as that 21

may sound, Elmore is right. He points out that when “the work becomes difficult or relationships 

become challenging, [Millennials] change their minds and move onto something else.”  As I 22

have observed my own thoughts and tendencies, along with the patterns and tendencies of my 
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fellow peers around me, Elmore is spot on again. When Millennials are faced with challenges 

and difficulties, positive reinforcement alone will not be enough to motivate prospective 

Millennials to pursue missions. We yearn for someone who will provide us with the next 

practical steps toward missions. On our own, we “lack the real-world knowledge and acumen to 

move [our] plans from step A to D, or from aspiration to completion.”  It is evident that 23

Millennials are missing real-world knowledge and practical steps, and this lack creates a gap that 

prevents them from accomplishing their dreams. This is the gap, however, that a missionary 

mentor can fill. Who better to walk a Millennial through the process of arriving (and thriving) on 

the mission-field than someone who has already walked through the exact same process 

themselves? I personally would love a missionary mentor to see me through my journey to a 

career as a missionary. One mobilizer affirms this when proposing that mobilizers should suggest 

tangible, practical next steps for recruits and maybe even actual mission opportunities that the 

recruit could seriously consider.  The mobilizer realizes that other mobilizers (or in this case, 24

missionaries) would be able to identify which opportunities would be a good fit for the recruit, 

because there has been a relationship already set in place between the two. Thus, if a missionary 

would take the time to build a relationship with a Millennial, mentor them, and guide them in 

spiritual and practical aspects, it would provide the chance for the mentor to watch the Millennial 

grow and be able to take the next steps to the field. Then, the missionary mentor will receive the 

pleasure of having walked a Millennial through the journey of entering the mission field; 
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moreover, the missionary might even see fruit from the Millennial’s ministry overseas. This may 

be one of the most incredible opportunities a missionary has to impact the kingdom even further. 

 In conclusion, Millennials not only want a missionary mentor but also need missionary 

mentors in their lives. Most Millennials are still figuring out what direction their life is headed 

and would appreciate the presence of a spiritual leader to help discern where God may be leading 

them. Apart from direction, there are several Millennials who simply want to know the true 

realities of missions. I feel the same way about this, because I value authenticity as much as my 

generation does. If you are a missionary currently mentoring a Millennial, feel free to share 

every side of missions—and not simply the heroic and over-glorified side that Millennials hear 

when missionaries come to speak. Again, it is important to remember that as a whole, our 

generation deals with much criticism and negativity from previous generations. Millennials may 

act like they do not care, but on the inside, they do care. That is why a positive and encouraging 

relationship with a missionary may move us towards missions, rather than push us away from it. 

As we are so used to the cynicism and negativity around us, having a safe place to express our 

ideas, questions, doubts, or any other thoughts on missions or life in general means so much to 

us. When talking one-on-one with a missionary, we will feel safe from judgement when there is 

an established relationship. It is always okay to correct us Millennials when it is done in a loving, 

private matter. Most of us will appreciate correction because we are eager to grow as individuals. 

Due to our eagerness to learn and grow, we Millennials look for someone who will challenge us. 

Finally, having a person to walk right alongside us and to offer practical steps and advice may be 

one of the most important aspects a missionary mentor can offer in a relationship. All of the 

above are reasons why we Millennials want missionary mentors. We are not ones to take 
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initiative to seek out these mentorships, partly because we are afraid of rejection. So whether you 

are a pastor, missionary, mobilizer, or someone who is passionate about Jesus, you have a role to 

play in raising up the next generation to influence the world for the kingdom of God. Reach out 

to us, mentor us, or connect us to someone who can mentor us; but do not let the opportunity to 

pour into our Millennial generation go to waste. 
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