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MISSION TRIPS: HELPING OTHERS 

OR HELPING OURSELVES?
INTRODUCTION

A. I guess I’m a hero. No more than six times a year, I walk downtown, give about 20 minutes of my time, endure a poke in the arm, eat cookies and drink juice, receive numerous compliments and profuse thanks, and I am a hero! That is according to Lifeserve Blood Bank. In fact, I am a superhero according to them and I have the T-shirts to prove it. I wanted to get the cap, but they ran out. I guess there are a lot of heroes out there. 


Of course that’s all a load of ridiculous nonsense. And it makes of mockery of the notion of a hero. It a blood donor is now a hero, even a superhero, then what do we call the guy who had his legs blown off serving his country or who carried his wounded buddy to safety amidst heavy enemy fire? What do we say to the three children whose father never made it back from the battle? “Hi, Kids. Your Dad was a hero like me because I donate blood.” 


Apparently, now, the blood bank believes that they must go to this length in order to persuade people to donate blood. They must declare that their patrons are heroes or perhaps not enough people will donate blood. But they’re not alone. Everybody seems to be making this appeal because everybody, it seems, wants to be a hero.
< “Be a Hero Images”>


B. Why now do businesses and non-profits think that they must seek to persuade people to patronize them by declaring them heroes? 


It was the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle who wisely formulated the three methods of persuasion: logos, ethos, and pathos. Logos refers to reasoning, to logic. You seek to persuade on the basis that your argument makes sense. Ethos, from which we get our word “ethics” seeks to persuade on a different basis, out of a trust in the person seeking to persuade you, but also a sense of rightness or duty. This is the moral thing to do. And pathos from which we get our words “sympathy” and “empathy” refers to feelings: someone is hurting or in need. Can you feel their pain? Can you do something to help them? 


A few generations ago, the blood bank could have rallied many donors on the basis of logos or ethos. We cannot manufacture blood. The only way we can get blood is through donors. Okay, that makes sense. I will donate blood. Or, “We are a reputable organization doing a good work,” or “It is your duty to your fellow citizen (or even your duty to God!) to give blood. It is the right thing to do.” And even as close as one generation ago, the blood bank could have appealed on the basis of pathos or sympathy, “People are sick and suffering and may die if they do not have a transfusion of blood. Or they may not be able to have pain-relieving or life-sustaining surgery if blood is not readily available.” “Okay, because it will help the hurting, I will give blood.” 


But now, apparently, none of those methods of persuasion work very well any more: logic or reasoning, a sense of obligation or duty, or even sympathy for those who are suffering. Now the blood bank must appeal to unvarnished pride and self-interest. “Be a hero! If you donate blood, why, you are so great and wonderful and beneficent, you are beyond a hero! You are a SUPERhero!”

I suggest that something has gone wrong when people no longer respond to reason, nor to rightness, nor even to the suffering of others but must be pandered to with ridiculous, even offensive appeals to pride and self-interest: Be a hero! 


C. We’re not talking about the blood bank, though. We’re here to think about the relatively recent advent of the “mission trip.” And I confess that I am suspicious of anything that has become popular in the last fifty or sixty years. Why do people now flock to go on mission trips? This summer millions of people will participate in mission trips all over the globe to the tune of an investment of billions of dollars. 

I also confess that I am no expert on this subject. I have not done extensive research or interviewed participants at length. I am not a seasoned veteran of numerous mission trips though I have participated and even served in leadership of a half a dozen or so. I have done some reading, and I have done some listening. I have heard many questions posed about mission trips. Most of these questions are whispered privately, rarely spoken in full voice or addressed publicly because it may seem that any voiced question, concern, or objection about mission trips is a callous, uncaring attack upon the poor or questioning the motives of the… well… heroes who have devoted their precious time and energy to saving the world.   


C. So what I would like to do is to invite you to voice some concerns or questions you may have heard regarding mission trips, and then we’ll talk about them, or at least some of them. I want to make it clear that you yourself are not raising these concerns because you are a compassionate person who would never question the motives of these heroes or do anything to prevent their vital ministry to the saving the world. These will only be questions or concerns that you have heard from other people. (
<Questions or concerns>

(Group answers under the unwritten headings of 

Motive

Honesty
Effectiveness)
Summary: You may have noticed that I’ve been grouping your responses into three groups. My concerns with mission trips fall under the broad categories of Motive, Honesty, and Effectiveness, including cost effectiveness.


Motive: Why are the participants engaging in this endeavor? Is there any matter of personal interest or personal gain involved? Motive matters to God and motive often becomes apparent to others as well.


Honesty: How is this trip billed or sold? Ordinarily others will be contributing to this work: what are they told about its need or justification? And what are the expectations for this trip? 


Effectiveness, including cost effectiveness: What in the long run will this mission trip accomplish? What will be the lasting effects? And what may be the unintended consequences or side- effects? As we saw in our second seminar, some attempts to help others can actually wind up harming them, most often by creating dependency and destroying initiative and personal responsibility. And they can also wind up harming the missioner: leaving him or her with a sense of pride and superiority. 


D. I want to explore these three concerns with you by discussing a dozen reasons or justifications for mission trips that are commonly offered in their defense. Some of these will be made explicit by those who promote such works. Others are no less true but would never be expressed publicly because they are patently less noble and even embarrassing, although if you listen carefully enough, you can sometimes hear them implied. These are the kinds of motives that would appeal to those who aspire to be heroes. 

On the board I will put a continuum from 

(Helping Ourselves --------------Helping Others(
It may be difficult sometimes to discern where to place each proffered rationale on the scale. But let’s start with the obvious.

1. DISASTER RESPONSE.


A mudslide buries a village. A hurricane devastates a region, flattening homes and businesses. A flood or tsunami washes away several communities. And people make preparations to travel into those disasters and lend a hand. 


So where would you place DISASTER RESPONSE on this scale of helping ourselves or helping others? 


It may seem to be completely altruistic. And there certainly is a great need. But why do you have to go there? What particular skills and specialized abilities do you have that would warrant your presence as necessary in that kind of situation? On March 11, 2011 a devastating tsunami washed over Japan killing over 15,000 people with another 2,500 reported missing. I know of a young man whose first thought was to drop everything, book a flight, and go offer his help. There was clearly a pressing need. But would his presence there have been helpful, effective, necessary? What particular skills did he bring to the task that would justify a $3,000 to $5,000 expense? This was not some third-world nation. It was a modern, industrialized city in an overcrowded land. There were plenty of skilled people on scene who already knew the language and culture. Just because there is a disaster, it doesn’t mean that going there and pitching in would be useful. 


Do you know what a gaper’s block is? It’s not so common here, but it happens almost every day in large cities. An accident occurs in one lane of traffic. But traffic immediately slows on the other side of the highway even though it’s separated by a median. There is no practical reason why traffic going in the other direction should slow but it does because people routinely slow down in order to get a good view of the carnage: a gaper’s block. Is it possible that at least some of the motive for mission trips as disaster relief is prompted by the same desire? I think we at least need to ask ourselves this question and consider the possibility. 


Okay, here’s an easy one.

2. ROAD TRIP

This is what Robert Lupton, the author of the book Toxic Charity and others refer to as “religious tourism.” Everybody knows that a road trip is great. People love to travel. It’s called a vacation. All the better if we can go some place exotic, feel good about ourselves for doing it, and get others to help pay for it.


Now I know this sounds very cynical, but don’t you sometimes wonder? I think back on some of the mission trips I’ve been involved in and would have to admit that this dynamic is real, even if it isn’t the only reason for the trip or even the main reason for it. And this may help demonstrate some of the growing popularity of this phenomenon. In their book When Helping Hurts, Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert write: “There were 120,000 in 1989, 450,000 in 1998, 1,000,000 in 2003, and 2,200,000 in 2006. The numbers reflect a tsunami of epic proportions, a tidal wave of American short-term “missionaries” flooding the world. The cost? Americans spent $1,600,000,000 on short-term missions (STMs) in 2006 alone.” (161)


Robert Lupton notes: “The web is full of agencies (denominational and parachurch, college, and service organizations) ready to connect service groups and church groups to a ‘meaningful experience’ in an exotic location rife with human needs. The Bahamas, it is estimated, annually receives one short-term missionary for every fifteen residents.” (14-15)  

Here’s another justification for taking a mission trip:
3. GROUP BUILDING


If you want to build cohesion into a group of people, a church group, ministry group, small group, or youth group, there is no substitute for shared common experiences. If you can have the group spending large amounts of focused time together, you will create a sense of bonding and identity in that group.


The best kind of quality time would be a situation of isolation, far from family and other supports that is somewhat difficult, stressful, and evoking deep emotion. And this seems like a perfect description of a mission trip, far away, isolated from normal life, stressful, and faced with gripping human need. 

There is a legitimate place for group building, but if this is the real purpose, or one of the main purposes, then this kind of trip is mainly or mostly about helping ourselves instead of helping others. And this kind of trip is quite vulnerable to the danger of actually hurting others who are being used as a project to accomplish another goal.


Another motive that will likely never be stated explicitly, but is generally included in the background is 

4. SELF-VALIDATION.


Existential philosophy broadly asserts that people are free moral agents who define the meaning of their own existence through their choices and actions, a really terrible burden when you think about it. The Christian faith, of course, teaches that God our Maker has already defined the meaning of our existence, and we are invited to embrace that identity through faith in Christ, or to reject it and so live an empty and quite meaningless life of vanity. In popular thinking, existentialism is a dominant force. And so one of the goals of an existentially-minded person is self-validation, proving that you are a worthy person. The Nike slogan, “Just do it,” is a summons to self-validation. For example, worthy person is one who helps others, not one who needs the help of others. And participating in a mission trip, traveling to an out of the way place and helping needy people who depend on you is a prime means of self-validation, proving you are a worthy person. 


Robert Lupton spills the beans on the dubious value of some mission trips. “Critics of short-term trips often point to the make-work nature of many of these service trips. They point to projects like the wall built on an orphanage soccer field in Brazil that had to be torn down after the visitors left. Or the church in Mexico that was painted six times during one summer by six different mission groups. Or the church in Ecuador build by volunteers that was never used as a church because the community had no need for it.” (14) 


  I know this sounds incredibly shallow and hollow and that’s why you will never find “self-validation” as part of the advertized reasons to entice people to participate in mission trips. But you will find self-validation couched in other words: “change the world,” “make your life count,” “save the planet,” “make a difference,” and especially the ubiquitous “be a hero.” This stuff plays very well today, but what it really refers to is “self-validation,” proving that you are a worthy person. 
5. TO ENCOURAGE MISSIONARIES.

Some mission trips are for the expressed purpose of visiting missionaries on the field, bringing some gift perhaps, or encouragement, or bringing greetings to the native church that shows solidarity in the Body of Christ. Or a mission trip might involve members of a church going to a place of service where the church has had significant support in the past, perhaps at some milestone like the construction of a church or school or the dedication of a Bible translation.  


This may have some merit if the missionaries invite such participation, and if there are no strings attached. I have heard some missionaries carefully complain that their work is often set on hold while they play host to visiting Christian tourists. My sons and I recently ate supper in the home of some of our missionaries in France. Yes, we invited ourselves. But I did offer to take them out for supper, and we did find our own lodging nearby. I hope we weren’t a burden to them and that they were encouraged and refreshed by our visit. 

Another unspoken motive or reason for a mission trip is

6. PATERNALISM. 


Paternalism assumes that we are superior and the other is inferior, and I can think of few things more destructive in an attempt to reach out to others. We have so much to offer because we have so many advantages and simply by showing up we can raise up these backwards, unsophisticated, and inferior people. 


Possibly one of the most egregious examples of this was a young woman who had just graduated from high school. When she was asked what she was going to do next she said that she would probably be a missionary. Her thought was that she would hop on a plane and go somewhere and just start helping people. Now she had a high school diploma and no real life experience. She was not a certified teacher, she had no advanced training in the Bible or theology, she had no medical skills, she wasn’t a trained electrician, plumber, or contractor. So how was she going to help people. She didn’t really know. But she assumed that because she was an American she must have something to offer to someone somewhere. 

I have been invited on more than one occasion to go to some other country and help train other pastors. That sounds like an important work, and it is. What that would mean is that I would raise several thousand dollars, and spend of couple of weeks teaching the Bible or teaching some class on theology using the ministry’s outlines and through the help of an interpreter. Now that might have some merit. But what if we simply sent the thousands of dollars there directly to be used to train some native-speaking pastor onsite who could stay there permanently and train other pastors himself? Is there a tacit assumption that an American pastor could do a better job of it? 

7. GUILT-ALLEVIATION.

According to world standards, we really are quite wealthy people. And so when we hear about great needs or see pictures of starving children on the screen, we tend to feel a bit guilty about having so much (and spending and enjoying so much!). One of the ways we can feel better about having so much is by contributing to those who don’t. 

Now writing checks is pretty quick and easy, but going on a mission trip is a better way to get more bang for your buck. It doesn’t have to take long or take us far away. Helping to serve a meal at a homeless shelter or playing basketball with kids at the group home is a simple way to give back to the community, and then I can feel better about that big purchase home addition. A trip down to help roof an orphanage in Haiti might justify another trip to Cancun or Hawaii, and both could be a lot of fun. 

8. PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT OR SELF- EXPLORATION.


Some mission trips can entail great challenges, either through enduring primitive conditions or facing heartbreaking situations. I have seen instances where people have sought out a mission trip largely for the same reason someone would train for a marathon or a decathlon. It was a test of their human endurance. I recall hearing a young man give a presentation reporting on a recent mission trip. In the course of his talk he inadvertently spilled the beans. “I just had to see if I could do this,” he said. “I wasn’t sure I could endure this kind of experience, and so I had to go and find out.” That’s almost a direct quotation.


I was shocked! I remember thinking, “You asked us to contribute thousands of dollars for the purpose of your self-exploration, testing the limits of your endurance? That’s what this was about?” It was almost as though he could now check this item off his bucket list.  
 9. EDUCATIONAL PURPOSES.

Both of our local colleges offer mission trips in the spring. Northwestern College has Spring Service Projects, and Dordt College has PLIA which stands for Putting Love Into Action. In both instances, I think, these are pretty low-budget items in which each participant pays part of their way. In Dordt’s case, I think PLIA is a separate organization, not on the books of the college at all, completely funded by volunteer giving. 


A college is an educational institution. Traveling to areas of poverty and learning about the needs there is an educational endeavor. 

10. INTER-CHURCH COMPETITION.


I have frequently heard and read that one of the first things a family looks for in a church is “youth programs.” Parents look to the church to keep their children occupied, entertained, and engaged with the church. 


Now we could talk a long time about the stunning failures of these youth programs and the alarming rate of defection from the church of those raised in them. And we could talk a long time about the duty of parents to raise their own children in the faith and how Dad should really be his children’s “youth pastor.” But that’s another subject. 


What is more fitting for our purposes here is how church youth programs have leaned hard on the mission trip and how inter-church competition has often created a mission trip war for who can come up with the most elaborate and exotic program. So one church offers to take a group to a long weekend at the reservation in Nebraska. So the next church has to take a group on a five-day trip to Denver or Chicago. So the next group offers a full week in Southern California. And the next group flies the whole youth group to Jamaica. 
11. TO SPARK MISSIONS INTEREST IN THE LOCAL CHURCH.


Perhaps if a church sends a group onto the mission field they will come back and serve as advocates for missions, and the result will be increased support for missions in the local church. While this may seem right, the statistics do not support the claim. Corbett and Fikkert explain: 


“…(D)efenders of STMs (Short-Term Missions) argue that such trips should be seen as an investment that yields large returns for the kingdom by producing increased missions giving, more long-term missionaries, and profound, cross-cultural relationships. At first glance this argument seems plausible. Many returning STM team members declare: ‘My life has been changed, and I will become an active participant in God’s mission movement!’ Indeed, it is common to hear long-term missionaries report that an STM experience was part of what led them to pursue a longer commitment. And many STM teams report that deep relationships they formed with people in the recipient communities were the most significant part of the trip. While no doubt these statements are sincerely made, there is growing evidence that these reports seriously overestimate the long-run impacts of the trips on those who go.


“Kurt Ver Beek, an assistant professor of sociology at Calvin College with more than twenty years of experience in Honduras, has conducted research into the long-run impacts of the STM trips on team members, looking beyond their initial statements to their actual behaviors. Ver Beek’s data indicates that there simply is not a significant increase in long-term missions giving for either the team members or their sending churches. It is also hard to support the claim of increases in the number of long-term missionaries, given that the number of long-term missionaries is fairly stable despite the explosion of STMs. And as for all those great relationships that get developed, the reality is that only a small percentage if STM team members ever have any contact—at all—with their new ‘friends’ after the trip ends.” (173-174)

A final reason for mission trips is an appeal to 

12.  JUSTICE.

The argument goes that if I have so much and you have very little, then it is only right that I come to your aid and help you. And what better way than my investing my time and traveling to some impoverished region and seek to help the needy. And at face value this may seem right, and each person will have to respond according to conscience. 


But here we have to go back to something we noted in a previous Summer Seminar titled: “Please Stop Feeding the Able Poor!” Corbett and Fikkert 

quote extensively from Bryan Meyers whom they describe as “a leading Christian development thinker.” He notes that humans who have been created in God’s image must be relational beings, since God himself is Triune, one God in three persons, and hence is relational.


Meyers suggests that before the fall God established four kinds of relationships for each person: a relationship with God, with other people, with self, and with the rest of creation. (This is all pretty standard stuff.) True wealth, then, would be strength and health in all four of these relationships, the relationship with God being the primary. 


Now here’s where helping can hurt both the poor and the helper. If we only define poverty in terms of material wealth, as Americans often do, then those who are materially wealthy may think that the answer for the poor is simply to share some of that wealth, somehow to lift them materially. That false assumption, as we have seen, will likely do more harm than good to the materially poor. But it may also have a deleterious side effect on the giver, namely, a sense of superiority leading to pride, which is spiritually deadly. The giver may slip into thinking that they are superior because they have amassed this wealth while the poor are somehow inferior because they have not. 


But if you define true wealth in a more biblical way, it is quite possible that some who are counted poor (materially) yet are rich toward God and toward others, and may be far better off than their would-be rich donor. The materially wealthy may well be more spiritually impoverished than the “poor” they are seeking to help. 


And that explains a pretty common experience reported by those who participate in mission trips. They say that they thought they were going off to help others, but that they realized they received more than they gave. They may have helped to some extent to alleviate some aspect of the material poverty of those they visited, but they came to realize that the others had shared true wealth with them.


Which may lead to a very startling thought. Perhaps we need a reverse mission trip. We need to invest thousands of dollars to bring materially poor people here who are also spiritually and relationally rich so that they can help to alleviate some of our spiritual and relational poverty. 


The bottom line, and with this I’ll close off this part of my presentation, is that mission trips do not really help all that much. Robert Lupton explains: “early research by Kurt Ver Beek of Calvin College and Robert Priest of Trinity Evangelical Divinity School suggests that service projects and mission trips do not effect lasting change. Within six to eight weeks after a mission trip, most short-term mission-trippers return to the same assumptions and behaviors they had prior to the trip.

“Contrary to popular belief, most mission trips and service projects do not:


-empower those being served

-engender healthy cross-cultural relationships


-improve local quality of life


-relieve poverty


-change the lives of participants


-increase support for long-term mission work


“Contrary to popular belief, most mission trips and service projects do:


-weaken those being served


-foster dishonest relationships


-erode recipients’ work ethic


-deepen dependency.” (TC 15-16)
<BREAK>

PART TWO


There are many organizations that are eager to assist your church or ministry in finding international mission trips. Many of these promise a life-changing experience. For example, you can travel with one group to South Africa where there are ten million people in poverty and you can do door to door evangelism. Cost? Just a few bucks short of $5,000 each, and you must be at least 13 years old. Or you could go to the Dominican Republic, or Nepal, or the Philippines, or Panama, or the Arab Gulf. In any of these places you can have a life-changing experience for $5,000 or less.


Robert Lupton writes: “If we listen to those on the receiving end of these service projects, we see a different picture emerge. Most work done by volunteers could be better done by locals in less time and with better results. The president of a struggling seminary in Cuba confided in me the conflict she felt in hosting U.S. volunteers. A new group of twenty youth and adults had just arrived, eager to lay tile in a new dormitory addition. Not one volunteer had experience in tile work, but the local supervisor remained patient. Not matter that some of the grout lines were crooked and the tile had to be reset. No matter that skilled tile layers sat outside the seminary gates, waiting to see if there would be any work left for them after the volunteers left. These volunteers had paid good money to come all the way from the States, and they were expecting to do ‘meaningful’ work.


“The seminary president saw to it that kitchen staff prepared plenty of food the Americans would like. She scheduled various faculty members to arrange lodging, offer presentations, and conduct tours. She had all the materials and supervisors lined up for the work. But what she could not do, would not do, was tell her eager, naïve servant-volunteers  that all this was a gross misappropriation of resources. To do so would almost certainly have cut off the support from this church’s missions budget. And this her struggling seminary could not do. Oh, what she could have done with the nearly $30,000 this group was spending on this trip! Still, the church’s forthcoming, smaller donation for the true needs of the seminary was essential to their continuing work.” (16-17)

So are all mission trips worthless? Should we discontinue them altogether? Well, probably most of them should go by the wayside and the freed financial resource more strategically allocated to better service needs. 


But if there is still some desire for mission trips, then we should probably ask ourselves six questions:

1. Is this mission trip really necessary, and why?


What is the purpose of this trip? What are its goals? And what is the justification for this expense of time and financial resources? 


If these questions cannot be answered precisely and specifically, then probably this trip is not necessary. “Our goal is to help poor people.” That may be a worthy thought, but you must connect the dots. How, specifically, will your visit help them? What precisely will you do for them that could not be done by others in a more cost effective manner?


I remember the first mission trip I participated in in inner city Chicago. My part of the work was to hang drywall in a small closet in a private residence. At the time, I had never handled a piece of drywall before, and I’m not sure I handled that one very well. I had painted my way through seminary, so I was pretty competent with a roller and brush, but here I was hanging drywall. And then there was a young man in that home in his middle teens. He was just as qualified as I was to hang drywall—so why was I doing what he could have been doing for himself? I’d have to admit that my part on that trip was not really necessary. If the money spent on my share of the trip had been used to hire a professional, it would have been taped and painted with money to spare. 

So a first question is of justification: Is this trip really necessary?

Similarly, 

2. What alternatives to this mission trip might better achieve its goals?


Once we’ve determined the precise goals of the trip, then it’s time to consider how those goals may best be accomplished. And let me give you a hint: It may well not include me. There are skilled workers all around the world. It may better serve the cause to employ them to do the work, rather than sending a bunch of unskilled volunteers to do what they could do, only worse. 


“Where’s the fun in that?” you ask. Well, is fun the purpose of the trip? If you simply have a bunch of bored teenagers on your hand, take them to Adventureland or a burro ride down into the grand canyon. “Group building” through “shared common experiences” is a legitimate goal, but if that’s what you want, then take them canoeing to the boundary waters or into a wilderness experience. 


A third question:

3. Are we being completely honest in promoting this trip and justifying its expense? 


We really need to be honest in both our motives for taking this trip and in its anticipated effect. Is this mostly just a road trip and road trips are always cool? Then say that. Is the work we are going to do mostly in the realm of “make work”? Are we going to be the fourth of six groups that summer repainting the same church over and over again because there’s nothing else to do? Then be honest about that.


Or is this basically an educational trip? Corbett and Fikkert argue that most of these mission trips are really about educating the missioners. The focus on training before, during, and after the experience and admit that very little lasting help is achieved by short-term missions. Education is a legitimate need, but it may not garner the same kind of financial response as saving the poor from starvation. It probably won’t help others very much, but it will help you. If you can convince others to help fund that, okay, but please be honest about your goals. 


Or is this a group building trip? Again, that has some merit. But tell the truth. And, again, if you are mainly interested in building a sense of group identity and trust, why involve needy people in that? The potential is great to merely use those people and their plight to accomplish a different goal, and that will likely not be helpful either to them or to your group.

A fourth question is more of a suggestion:

4. What percentage of the cost will we expect to be paid by the participant? 


This is a matter of ownership. It is a general truth that when we personally invest in something we value it more highly and we take a greater share in its outcome. If a teenager has to pay for his own gas, he’s likely to drive more conservatively and less frivolously. Corbett and Fikkert explain: “Remember this is a learning experience, not a trip to save the world. Learners are more likely to value their training if they are paying for a portion of it. Participating for a few hours in a fund-raiser is probably not a large enough sacrifice for people to have a sufficient stake in their educational experience.” It would be wise to ask each participant to share significantly in the cost of the trip, fifty percent or more. This will tend to weed out those merely interested in religious tourism or a road trip if they have to pay for it themselves. And scholarships can be made available on a need basis. 

5. In what specific ways will you honor those whom you serve? 


All of the literature I consulted stressed this as a vital point. One-way relationships have two very negative effects. On the one hand, they tend to create dependency. On the other hand, they tend to destroy dignity and initiative. 


Remember how we define true wealth: strength and health in our key relationships with God, with others, with ourselves, and with the world he made. It is probable that the people in materially impoverished circumstances may be very wealthy in other ways. James reminds us that God has chosen the poor of this world to be rich in faith. And this is most likely because they are able to trust God on a day to day basis. They actually know what it means to pray “give us this day our daily bread” because they may not know where today’s bread is coming from. Someone has suggested that in impoverished areas people have to depend on their friends for mutual care and support, while in the affluent west people often have to hire their friends (called psychotherapists) so that they pay someone to listen to their troubles. 

So it’s best to go expecting to receive from others, not merely their groveling, fawning thanks, but some real help and instruction on true wealth. I recall a presentation by a young man who had gone into a situation of shocking poverty. And yet he experienced a level of Christian community there he had never known before. And when he came back home to the states, he felt deep sadness and longing to go back where he found great riches among a people who literally lived in a garbage dump.

6. What lasting commitment and relationship will you maintain when the trip is completed?


It’s easy to become immersed in another world when you leave your own world behind and are able to focus all of your attention on the needy. That’s part of the power of these trips. They can be an escape from the boredom and the tedium of the daily routine where you can emotionally engage and feel deeply moved by the tribulations of others. 


But after the week is over, it’s back to the routine and the demands of life. Remember the finding of Kurt Ver Beek from Calvin College: After the mission trip “there simply is not a significant increase in long-term missions giving for either the team members or their sending churches. It is also hard to support the claim of increases in the number of long-term missionaries, given that the number of long-term missionaries is fairly stable despite the explosion of STMs. And as for all those great relationships that get developed, the reality is that only a small percentage if STM team members ever have any contact—at all—with their new ‘friends’ after the trip ends.” (173-174) 



What will you do to defeat this overwhelming trend? How will you maintain a lasting relationship with these new friends when you already have a lot of relationships, more than you can keep track of? 

Are there better alternatives? I think there are, and that’s what we will take up in our last Summer Seminar: “Biblical Mercy Ministry: Dependency or Development?” Tuesday, August 25, 7:00 p.m. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________


