North Americans spend millions of dollars each year on
Mission/related trips to developing nations.
Many of these efforts do more harm than good.

BY JO ANN VAN ENGEN

MISSIONARY FRIEND JUST
colled to sce if we would housc a
short-term mission group she
was coordinating here in Honduras.
While on the phone. | asked her what
she thought of these groups. Heranswer
miglht surprise you: "Everyonc knows,”
she said, "that shorl-term misstons
benredit the people who come, not the
people here.”

[s that true? If so. then thousands of
pcopie are raising millions of dollars

cach year to do something not for.

others, but for themselves. Are we
fooling cursclves by pretending these
trips help people when they ave really
just an excuse o see a foreign country?
I our good works are not doing good,
why dothem?

Take this example. A group of
cighteen students raised $25,000 to fly
e Honduras for spring break. They
painted an orphanage, cicaned the
ptayground, and playcd with the
children. Everyane had a greattime, and
the children foved the extra attention.
One studert commented: "My trip to
Flonduras was such a blessing! [t was
amazing the way the staff cared for
those children. T really grew as a
Christian there.”
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The Honduran orphanage's yearly
budget is $45,000. That covers the staff's
salarics, building maintenance, and food
and clothes for the children. One staff
member there corfided, "The amount
that group raised for their week here is
more than half owr working budget. We
could have done so much witlh that
money.”

IMES FAVE CHIANGED MISSION-.
Arics used to raise small fortunes
to sail to Africa and Asia, often
never returning home. The decision to
become a missionary was life changing
and vsually permancnt.

Today, air travet makes even the
farthest corners of the carth aceessible o
anyone with money fora ticket and a few
days to spare. Thousands of people.
students, retirces, and busy
professionals--go all over the world on
short-tcrm  mission trips, building
schools, running medical brigades,
doing street evangelism, and working in
orphanages.

Don't misunderstand me. I'm not
saying that cveryone goes on shott-term
missions to get a free vacation. People
usually sign up for very good reasonsa
successful docior wants to use her skills

to help needy people, a young person
seeks o share his faith with others, a
construction worker knows that
cement floors will keep poor children
healthier.

But maybe you've noticed the same
thing | have. When people return from
theie trip, they don't taik about what
they did. but what they saw and how it
changed them. They describe how
amazing itis to worship with Christians
in another language. or how humbling
it is to encounter people who live with
less than they could ever imagine. They
don't often talk about the importance of
what they did, but about how much
they learned about themselves,

Certainty short-term mission trips
can go beyend refigious tourism and
provide memorable cxperiences. My
husband and | run a semester-abroad
program in Honduras. The college
students who study with us often bave
been on previous international mission
trips. They say these trips awakened
their inferest m the thivd world and the
poor. For most, seeing a world outside
North America that they had never
imagined shook their reality and made
them question their own lifestyles.



Our students call those experiences "life
changing.” But often that "life
changing” cxperience is based on an
emotional response Lo & siluation they
do not really understand. Too often the
students return home simply counting
the blessings they have of being North
Americans having gained little insight
into the causes of poverty and what can
he done to alleviate them.

I think our students' expericnees are
typical, Most shert-term mission trips
have anumber of problems incommon.

First, short-term missions are
expensive. Fach member of the spring-
break group 1 mentioned raised over
S1.000 10 spend two weeks 10 Honduras.
That is a lot of moncy anywhere, but in
the third world, it's more than most
people make inan eniire year.
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Sceond, short-term mission groups
almost always do work that could be
done (and usually done better) by people
of the country they visit. The spring-
break group spent their time and money
painting and cleaning the orphanage in
Honduras. That moncy could have paid
two Honduran painters who desperately
needed the work, with enough left over
to hire four new teachers, build a new
dormitory, and provide cach child with
new ctothes,

Even medical brigades are difficult to
justify. The millions of dollars spent to
schdd North  American plhysicians to
third-world countrics could cover the
salarics of thousands of underemployed
doctors in those countries--doctors who
need work and already understand the
culture and language of the people they
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would serve,

Short-ternt groups are also unable o
do cffective evangelism, which is a
main goal of many groups. Since most
group members do not speak  the
language or understand the culture,
theiv attempts are almosl always
limited. I know of one group that
travelied all the way to Senegal to
distribute copies of a Chiristian video to
people on the street, but coutd not hold
even the most basic conversation with
these people,

OW WOULD WEFEEL [IF VISIT-
ors came to the United States

. to spend a week volunteering
at the Satvation Army, ate only the food
they brought from home, talked only
with cach other, (becaunse they couldn't
speak  English) and never left (he
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Third-world people do not need more rich Christians
coming to paint their church and make them feel indadequate.
They do need more humble people willing to share

in their lives and sacrifices.

building? Most ol us would feel
offended  and hewildered  that our
vistlors were not interested in learning
about ourcountry,

But 1 have met many shori-term
groups i Honduras that do just that.
They take ateng food they arc used to (or
cat every night at MeDonald's or Pivza
Hut). stay i the best hotels. and spend
all their time together. They are willing
lo serve as long as i's not tooe
uncemfortable. Often, they leave
witheul having spent any meamngiul
time geiting 1o know  the country's
people.

Short-lerm missions also require a
areat deal of time and coordination by
their hosts. ANIcaraguan doctor Fknow
runs o headth chine for poor famitics, e
frains community workers o promolte
Better health and reats serious illnesses
at abmost no charge. The ¢linic can
bacely keep up with the demands. But
the doctor spends three months cach
year preparing for and hosting ULS.
awedical brigades. He admits that the
brigacddes accomplish very little {visiling
doctors mostly hand oul aspirin for
headaches and back paind but hesitales
to complain since the LS, organization
that promutes the brigades also funds
hisclic.

Short-terim groups can also scid the
wrong message Lo thicd- world people, A
Honduran fricnd s a bricklayer and was
excited to help a work teany build fwo
howses i his neighborhood. Afler the
group lelic 1 oasked him about  his
experience. 'l Tound out soon chough
that Fwas o the way, The group wanited
to do things their way and made mie feel
ke T didn't ksow what |was doing. |
eniy helped the firstday . he saied,

Because short-lerm groups offen wand
w solve problems quickly. they can
make  thivd-world Christians focl
wcapable of doing things oo their own,
[nstead of working together with Jocal
Christins, many groups come with a
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fet-the-North-Americans-do-it attitude
that leaves nanionais fecling Frustrated
and unappreciated. Since the groups are
only around for about a week, the
nationals end up having o pick up
where they leftoff

but without the sense of continttity and
compeience they might have had they
beew i charge from the beginning.

[NESE PROBLEMS ARE NOT
just pesky  details. They raise
serious questions about the value
of short-term mission trips.

So, what should we do? Declare a
moratorivm on all short-term missions
and onty support full-time workers?
Refuse to give moncy fo any group
planning te visit a developing country?

I don't think that is the answer, Our
world is becoming smaller, and global
business has made us ali neighbors, Qur
lives in North America have become
inextricably finked with our brothers
and sisters i the third-world. Now,
motre than cver, Cliristians need to share
one anather's problems and support oie
another.

But short-term missions as they stand
arc not the answer. Third-world people
do not neced more rich Christians
coming to paint their church and make
them feel nadequate. They do need

mare humble people willing to share
in their lives and struggles.

I believe North American Christians
need to start taking scriously our
responsibility to the peopie of the Lhisd
world--and visiting another countsy
can be an appropriale place to begin.
But we need to ask cach other: What is
the purpose of the trip? Are we going
through the motions of helping the
poor so we can congratulaic ourselves
afterwards? Or arc we sccking o
understand the lives of third- world
people--to recognize and support their
strengths and to try (o understand the
problems they face and our role in
them? Arce we cthoocentrically
treating the people of the third-world
as tragic objects fo be rescued--or as
cquals to walk with and learn from?

SUGGEST WE STOP THINKING
about shott-term missions as a
service to perform and  start
thinking of them as a responsibility to
lcam. Let's raise money o send
representatives to find out what our
brothers and sisters are facing. what
we can do to hielp, and how we can
build long-term  relationships  wilh
them.

Groups like the The Christian
Commission for Development (CCD,
in Homduras intentionally  provide
leaming  cxperiences (o short-term
groups. COUD accepts North
Americans only if they are scrious
about learning. Their groups visit
Christian development projects, speak

with rural and urban poor. and
dialogue with Honduran
leaders.

The groups eften spend some time
working, but only on CCD's facilitics,
not in rural villages or poor
neighborhoods. CCD recognizes that
oulside groups can uninientionally
destroy the cohesion and sense of
cmpowerment. Groups retum to North
America with a better understanding
of the injustice and sin that oppresses



people in developing nations, and
what they can dotomake adifference.

it is possibie to change traditional
short-term missions  from religious
ourism nlo genuine serviee, but it
requires a betier understanding of how
God calls us to serve. Preparing for
your Lrip means more than packing
your suitease and getting your shots.
Read as much as you can about the
people and culture. Find out what
some ofthe problems are. Lear a littke
ol the language you wilt be hearing,
Find someone from the country you
will be visiting who can speak o your
graup about its culture. Show respect
for people by koowing something
about theirlives belore you arrive,

Sccond, focus on learning, not
doing. Most Christians don't like
sitting on their hands. We like to serve
by doing. Butin a third-world of high
unemployment and Jow  wages. it
makes little sense to spend our time
painting a wall, when we could be
Tearning about the counlry, its people,
ancd problems. Ask your contact
person 1o set up visits and speakers
who will help you understand

questions like these: Why is this
country so peor? What problems do
the people face? What has our own
country dong to belp or harm this
country? What can we do to help?
These are not questions with pat
answers. Struggling with them s a
learning expericnce that can have an
impact long after the trip ended.

Spend time with tocals. Make sure
nationals are fully involved in your
visit and follow their lead. [f you are
working an a project together, ask your
national co-workers o teach you. 1f
you have a skitl they could use, ask if
they would like to learn it. Ask
questions about the lves and problems
of the people you meet. Learning from
the people of the country you visit will
give you an understanding of the
country that a forcigner can not give,

Oue good rule of thumb for short-
term missions is o spend at least as
much money supporting the projects
you visit as you spend on your trip.
Invest your moncy people and
organizations working on long-term
solutions. 11 you are interested in
evangelism, support nationals who

want to share the gospel. 16 you are
concerned about the health issucs.
support programs that are secking to
address those problems. Better yet, find
programs that minister to people
whodistically by meeting their spiriiual,
physical, social, emotional, and
cconomic needs.

Gret involved as a global Christian
when you return. By asking the right
questions, you will find out how the
actions of rich countrics affeet those in
the third world. Support organizations
working to fight injustice and poverty.
Write letters to your congressional
representatives telhing them what you
learned and what you belicve our
government  should do. Speak (o
churches, schools, and other groups
and encourage them to act.

Short-term missions are cxpensive,
They spend money that third-world
Christians could desperately use. ut
short-term missions can be worth every
penny if they mark the beginnmng of a
tong-term relationship. Money
invested in learning about the causes of
poverty in developing  nations--and
what can be done--is moncey well spent.



