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Outposts in the Wilderness:

Short-Term Missions and the Mission of God

Abstract:  In this paper the author argues that the burgeoning short-term mission phenomenon is an outgrowth of the Postmodern desire for authentic experience. However, theological reflection and careful planning are essential in order to remain faithful to the mission of God. This paper will look at the ramifications of short-term mission on the participants, the hosts, and traditional settled missions, with an eye to determining best practices in this emergent field of ministry.


The short-term mission movement is a relatively recent phenomenon, but it is multiplying at a considerable pace. In 2006, Robert J. Priest et. al. wrote, “There is good reason to believe that more than one and a half million U.S. Christians travel abroad each year on ‘short-term mission trips,’ with an additional unknown number traveling on similar trips within the United States.”
 Recent figures show over 35,000 congregations involved in sending groups on these trips, and over 3,700 agencies involved in the planning and implementation. The movement is substantial and is having a tremendous impact on the field of Christian missions.


There are many reasons for this growth; some are cultural and technological. Our culture is increasingly pluralistic, and we have unprecedented access to global information via the Internet, which increases awareness and global understanding. Today’s ease of travel places distant mission opportunities within reach, and instant electronic communications make planning possible with mission partners around the world.


Many reasons for this increase also grow out of postmodern considerations. One of the hallmarks of the developing postmodern age is a suspicion of established authority and institutions; in short-term missions, this authority is leveled, as each individual has the potential for becoming a direct conduit for missions. Short-term missions also satisfy the postmodern desire for authentic personal experience; there are tremendous opportunities for those who feel called to the quest for personal growth and meaning. For those in leadership seeking to offer opportunities for relevant discipleship in the postmodern age, short-term mission trips offer many advantages for engagement and spiritual formation.  


However, this burgeoning movement is already having consequences for Christian spiritual formation and missiology, not all of it positive, and its impact will grow for years to come. The growth of popularity and participation in short-term missions has largely taken place without serious theological or practical examination. Several assumptions have been made, for instance, that short-term mission increases discipleship, with little follow-up study on the outcomes for the senders, goers, receivers, or long-term career missionaries. Theological reflection and careful planning are essential in order to remain faithful to the mission of God.

In the summer of 2009 an international conference titled “Being There: Short-Term Missions and Human Need” was held at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School in Deerfield, Illinois, USA. One of the first conferences of its kind, it brought together scholars and missionaries from all over the world to discuss the impact of the movement on the mission of God. Most telling were the remarks from the Reverend Oscar Muriu from Kenya, claiming that the African church is subsidizing the church of the west, and asking westerners to “Do your own spiritual formation at home! We don’t have the time or the resources to do it for you!” Though he ended his address by admitting that any time shared with Christ in mind furthers God’s Kingdom, all the hosts present requested an increase in careful planning and stewardship, rather than a continuation of careless postmodern spiritual excursions.

At this conference, several papers were presented that studied quantitative research on the spiritual outcomes for those who go on mission trips, and the results were disappointing. Many who come back energized and excited about their work for God show no lasting growth in discipleship as measure by attendance patterns, giving, or prayer. In a review of several studies, Kurt Alan Ver Beek writes,

Eleven of those thirteen studies found little or no significant positive impact from the STM trip in the lives of participants. And despite the fact that the principal beneficiary of these trips is ostensibly to be the “recipients” of the STM, of the fourteen studies, only [one] looked at the impact of the trip on the recipient churches and communities. Given the millions of short-term missionaries, and the billions being spent, these results are disconcerting. However, a review of these studies demonstrates that while short-term missions, as currently practiced, may seldom result in lasting positive change—the experience can be structured to become a catalyst for such change. 

The beginning of these structures is in place. In 2003, after much ecumenical discussion, seven U.S. Standards of Excellence in Short-Term Missions were articulated. Though there is much more yet to be learned in this field, these Standards of Excellence, found at www.stmstandards.org, make an excellent beginning for those wishing to plan STM trips that are faithful to the mission of God. These standards, examined more fully below, include: God-centeredness, empowering partnerships, mutual design, comprehensive administration, qualified leadership, appropriate training, and thorough follow-up. 

Standard One: God-Centeredness 

The first standard, God-centeredness, includes statements about the necessity for the purpose of the endeavor to be intentionally centered in God’s glory, about living Godly lives through sound doctrine and prayer, and about methods that are wise, biblical, culturally-appropriate, and that bear spiritual fruit. 

Most important for this standard is a thorough examination of motive for all parties concerned. All purpose and authority for missions of any duration must rest in the mission of God. Leslie Newbigin has written, “The question of authority is not to be answered by trying to demonstrate the usefulness of missions for some purpose that can be accepted apart from the ultimate commitment upon which the missionary enterprise rests.”
 This authority, of course, is “the authority of God himself present in the midst of human history,”
 and “involves a commitment that replaces all other commitments.”
 Even in a postmodern culture of questioning authority, God’s authority must still be at the center of all we do. The Standards of Excellence make it clear that “Christ’s mission to the world is our model and STM has the privilege and responsibility of being an instrument of God’s redemptive mission (missio Dei) for the people of the world and all aspects of creation within the world.”


In practice, however, this God-centeredness is difficult to measure. While our promotional literature and discussions, devotions and worship, and plans and methods may all emphasize the mission of God, individual humans involved bring their own motivations. One presenter at the conference was Professor Murray Decker from Biola University, who has put together a Taxonomy for the Assessment of Maturity, in which he points out that these motivations for missions encompass four levels of maturity: 

1. Immature: adventure/tourist

2. Undeveloped: personal spiritual pilgrimage

3. Developing World Christian: a desire to serve others disconnected from God

4. Integrated World Christian: a worshipful understanding that all these goals proceed from God. 

Great care must be exercised in including those whose lack of maturity might be a liability to the work of the team.


The first emphasis, then, in planning for a short-term mission is to make sure that the focus of the trip is centered on God. It is important to examine the motivations for those wishing to be involved. Are the potential goers seeking an exotic travel adventure or personal quest? Are they looking for ways to improve a resume or college application, or to ‘give back’ out of their ease and plenty in ways that are not connected with the mission of God? And do the host receivers see the approaching event as way to be partners in Christ’s mission, or as a disruption to be endured for the sake of the goods that will be delivered? God’s glory and Kingdom must be the primary purpose at the heart of all planning.


Living Godly lives is also a part of this standard, which includes sound biblical doctrine, persistent prayer, and Godliness in all thoughts, words, and deeds. There must be an acknowledgment from all parties – senders, goers, and receivers – of our total dependence on God. Prayers will be not only for the mission trip itself, but will involve waiting on God and faithfully listening for God’s word. 


The third section of this first standard emphasizes wise, biblical, and culturally appropriate methods, with the goal of bearing spiritual fruit. There are many methods of carrying out mission activities, some of which can be quite harmful. Planners should be aware that offerings can be inappropriate or unhelpful, that the host community’s ministry and witness may easily be undermined, and that paternalistic patterns can create dependency and imbalances in power. 


Instead, it is important to choose methods and activities “which are grounded in the word of God,” 
 and which seek transformation grounded in biblical vision. It is important to be sensitive to the cultural context and to bear witness to God’s Kingdom and to the love of God in Christ. 

To ensure God-centered motivation, it is advisable to use a strict application process for determining who will participate. Before all STM trips from this author’s congregation, prospective participants are asked to write short essays on their motivation for going and their vision of how God will use their gifts on the trip. They are also asked to commit to attend all pre- and post-trip meetings and to engage in regular study and prayer. Further, they are asked to write about their vision for how they will share from their experience once they return home, and to commit to study the culture and faith of the people they will be visiting. The model held up for all applicants is that of Incarnational Mission, defined as follows:

God translated God’s self in Jesus Christ into human context, redeeming humanity in and through both the spiritual and physical aspects of humanity raising up servanthood over superiority and exemplifying kinship for all of God’s creation.  We, the Church, are called to live out Incarnational mission in the world, participating in the redemption of all creation as followers of Christ empowered by the Holy Spirit. 

In God-centered mission, the emphasis throughout will be on producing lasting fruit, for the glory of God.

Standard Two: Empowering Partnerships 


This standard insists that relationship is at the heart of every excellent short-term mission, characterized by an understanding of the interdependence of sending and receiving partners. This partnership grows out of our understanding of God’s relationship with us; as Sherron George writes, “We enter into a mutual relationship of receiving and giving with God and God’s world. We receive grace, live in grace, and share grace with all.” 
 


The benefits for those who go on short-term mission trips are often tremendous, particularly in the area of spiritual formation and transformational growth, which, as stated above, makes them very compelling to postmodern seekers. As one scholar writes, “How can we assist young adults to begin to embrace ‘the other,’ those outside their own tribe, those considered to be different and potentially suspect? Train them, nurture them and shake them up on an STM trip!”
 


But while it is important to acknowledge benefits to those who go, the primary focus in excellent short-term mission must always be on the intended receivers. This standard states: “If the primary purpose of an STM is for discipleship of the goer-guests, or if the primary purpose is to provide an educational cross-cultural experience (important as these agendas are) the STM partnership has failed in its primary focus on the intended receivers.” 
 Christ is already there before us, and the goal must be to work together for the mission of God in that place. 


This standard also insists on plans that benefit all participants, including those who send and support but do not go, and mutual trust and accountability between all parties concerned. There must be no hidden agendas, full disclosure of any conflicts of interest from any party involved, and timely communication and evaluations. Most of all, there must be complete transparency in fund raising – in the interest of being faithful to both hosts and to donors (who have many demands on their funds), the purpose of all fund raising must clearly delineated, and the funds must actually go exactly where promised.

Standard Three: Mutual Design 


Excellent short-term missions are characterized by collaborative planning for the benefit of all participants, and respect the ability of both the goer-guests and the host receivers in implementing their parts of the plan. All participants are carefully screened and prepared to ensure “humble, servant, teachable hearts.”


Richard Slimbach has written, 

The mission traveler, then, sets out do good in the world. As an expression of sincere desire or obligation, there’s nothing wrong and everything right about holding Vacation Bible Schools, feeding the hungry, or building shelters for the homeless. The problem is that... the collection of service experiences can be just one more consumer form where the volunteer ‘takes,’ actively.... To what extent do short-term missions reinforce the view that poor people need to be looked after and protected, not the least from themselves? 


It is easy to fall into the trap of paternalistic thinking, the notion that we in the place of plenty know more about what the poor need than they do themselves. Another obvious pitfall here is the naive expectation that a group of minimally trained well-meaning Christians who don’t speak the language or understand the culture will accomplish some kind of meaningful solution in the course of a week. The problems of all societies (including our own) are complex and nuanced. It is important to focus on relationships, not tasks, and to help the goers see themselves as one episode is God’s long-term story, not as problem-solvers. It is also important to recognize that whatever the help offered by those who go, the hosts are also helping in ways that, while perhaps less measurable, are no less valuable.


Therefore, this best practice involves listening carefully to the host mission partners, and having a preference for establishing long-term strategies together. As the field of short-term missions continues to grow, several scholars are reporting that, though it is difficult to build long-term relationships between individuals, it is both possible and desirable to build them between institutions. Alex G. Smith writes, “Teams that go each year to the same field and/or the same church situation are more effective. This allows continuity of contact and better building of relationships.”
 Though the individuals may change, sending teams from the same church to the same host location year after year can lead to more effective and transformative results.

Standard Four: Comprehensive Administration 


Though excellent skills in organizational administration are important, this standard includes much more than orderly paperwork. It also takes into account integrity, accountability, honesty, and the management of unnecessary risk and waste. Comprehensive administration ensures that promotional appeals will not create unrealistic expectations from donors or participants, and will not reflect negatively on any party. This presumes that all parties will be “good stewards of time, talents, and funds.” 


Stewardship turns out to be one of the major issues in the field of short-term missions. Host representatives at the Trinity conference were not shy about pointing out how much more they could do with the money American visitors spend on airfare alone. Meanwhile, career missionaries who have dedicated many years to learning languages, cultures, and the detailed particulars and power structures of their local situations are reporting that their sources of funding are shrinking as churches increasingly focus mission budgets on STM trips. As good stewards, it is necessary to begin this process by taking stock of personal and congregational resources, and “doing the math: will the fruitfulness of that investment for God’s kingdom justify the spending of it?” 
 Are there other ways the money can be spent that will bring greater rewards for all involved, including God? Is there a better way to work with career missionaries to ensure that their work is not undermined?


In many cases, taking an STM group to a domestic location rather than a more exotic foreign site may be a better use of resources, and can lead to a deeper experience for all involved. Travel costs may be greatly reduced, allowing more of the money raised to go directly to the work of the mission, and language and culture present fewer obstacles to clear communication. But whatever the location, it is important to be truthful in promotion, finances, and reporting between all parties: senders, goers, and receivers. It is also important to be mindful of the work that is already going on there; God is there before us.


It is also important to take steps to reduce unnecessary risk to all participants. Leaders must be trained in crisis response and management, and policies and procedures regarding insurance, medical needs, evacuation, etc. must be in place. All documents and permissions must be carried in duplicate notebooks by every leader in every vehicle. As circumstances change on site, mission partners must be flexible about plans for the safety of all participants. All risks and logistics must be handled with the greatest possible wisdom and care. 

Standard Five: Qualified Leadership 


This standard recognizes that the “leadership we recruit and develop plays a pivotal role in the success of our mutually designed short-term mission efforts.” 
 It calls for leaders with spiritually mature character, appropriate skills, and leadership values for empowering and equipping others. Ideally, they should pattern the ‘Integrated World Christian’ level of Decker’s taxonomy in their effect on the team: “Grounding. Their maturity serves as a model for others. They are the same at home as they are on the field. Their consistency will be foundational to a healthy team.” 
 It is important to also use “only those leaders who are willing to prepare themselves (spiritually, physically emotionally, and factually) for the mutually designed STM.” 
 Short-term mission leaders must be carefully chosen and equipped, and new leaders should be paired with those who have experience. When there is a confluence of relationships and good leadership it becomes possible for all participants – senders, goers, and receivers – to see their participation in God’s Kingdom in new ways.

Standard Six: Appropriate Training 


Pre-field training is absolutely essential. The old model of a single meeting covering logistics (travel, passports, medical forms, and foreign currency) is inadequate for equipping and forming congregational members for the mission of God. In appropriate training, staff and lay leaders work together to design and implement training that will foster “understanding, growth, and spiritual fruit while helping to prevent offense, damage, and poor stewardship.” 
 Informational meetings on logistics are still important, but ideally, participants will also covenant to work together on local service projects (as preparation for intended activities) and will join together in Bible study and prayer (as preparation for personal discipleship). 


The offense and damage done by untrained volunteers can be very real, and can have lasting consequences. One helpful resource for this important groundwork is Tim Dearborn’s Short-Term Missions Workbook: From Mission Tourists to Global Citizens. In this resource, Dearborn raises up “Eight Great Questions” for discussion and reflection. 

1. What can I learn about myself? 
2. What can I learn about God? 
3. What can I learn about the people of God, the Church, and community? 
4. What can I learn about how culture affects us? 
5. What can I learn about justice, economics, poverty, and politics? 
6. What can I learn about discipleship? 
7. What can I learn about a globally appropriate lifestyle? 
8. What can I learn about my own vocation? 


Other helpful training activities include brainstorming and talking about hopes and fears, reflecting on why we go, and taking stock of the qualities of good missionaries. There are many games that can prepare a group for cross-cultural challenges that will also draw them together as a team. Assigned prayer partners should be considered, both within the team, and connecting team members with the sending congregation and the receiving organization. Electronic communication and social media are essential for establishing the bonds of community in postmodern culture. It is important to constantly evaluate STM training to look for ways to improve future STM trips.


Meanwhile, it is also necessary to prepare the sending congregation for the trip. Those who go should remain visible to the congregation before, during, and after the STM trip; a commissioning ceremony held during worship before the trip gives the congregation an opportunity to share in the commitment, as does a blessing ceremony when they return. But specific support from the senders is also needed in several concrete areas: prayer, finances, logistics, emotional encouragement, communications, and re-entry.
 Members who commit to these disciplines will be connected with the importance of the endeavor, and will help to share the experience more widely.


However, pre-field training, whether for goers or senders, is only the beginning. It is important to continue the training both on-field and post-field. While on site, training in cross-cultural skills, personal discipleship, and in the activities specific to the STM should be continued, including worshiping together as a team and with the host-receivers. Regular communications (emails, photographs, and prayers) between goers and senders increases both ownership and supportive connectedness. Most importantly, it is also on-field that debriefing and re-entry training must begin. 

Standard Seven: Thorough Follow-up 


This final standard is based on the understanding that “thorough follow-up can help participants integrate the entire STM into life for kingdom purposes, solidify transforming life change, and provide opportunity for continued personal commitment to Christ and the people of this world.” 
 Fran Blomberg writes:

The lessons of an STM trip cannot be absorbed in the space of time the trip itself allows. Not until there has been time for reflection and evaluation after re-entry to the home culture can the participant fully grasp the significance of all that was discovered. Debriefing can begin with daily sessions during the trip, and extend to face-to-face or virtual meetings over the following months. ... Debriefing [is] a key component in effecting lasting faith formation. 


This standard includes debriefing throughout the experience, including pre-field groundwork, on-field re-entry preparation, and thorough post-field follow-up and evaluation. 


Re-entry can be the most difficult part of the STM. The power of culture shock, even when returning from a domestic site, cannot be underestimated for those returning from time in that liminal space; post-field training to process what has been learned is critical for continued growth in spiritual maturity. As part of this re-entry preparation, participants may be encouraged while still on-field to discuss their hopes and fears about returning home, and to prepare and rehearse a short yet compelling answer for the many people who will ask, “How was your trip?”



There are many ways to carry out debriefing. Alex G. Smith writes, “There is no one best way for debriefing. Often this is difficult to do soon after they return home. Regular follow-up and continuing contact are essential.”
  Fran Blomberg referred above to ‘virtual meetings,’ which may take place through email and social media. Prayer partners should be encouraged to continue, and re-entry ‘coaches’ may be selected from the congregation to spend time listening after they return. But there is still the risk of leaving participants with a sense that more could have been done. Dearborn writes:

Unfortunately, many people end the reentry process here. Their trip becomes a distant memory. They feel a nagging guilt over not being able to live differently in light of what they learned. But other than giving money to mission projects, praying occasionally for the people they met and looking forward to another short-term trip, they don’t know what else they can do. 

He suggests journaling, meeting with a mission partner, reflecting further on the ‘eight great questions,’ exercising patience, and formulating a mission statement for one’s own life. 
 



In addition, Kurt Alan Ver Beek suggests:

To create lasting positive change in their own lives, STM groups need a structure of accountability and encouragement in place in order to translate their good intentions into action. Such structures will likely include components such as written goals that they share with the group, accountability pairs, mentors, regular newsletters and meetings where they could do a mixture of things including: share progress on goals, make plans as a group for continuing support, or pray and worship together. 


Even with many or all of these strategies in place, however, thorough follow-up is not limited to those who go and return; it must also include continued communication with the receiver-hosts, to determine how their experience can be improved, with the end purpose of serving the mission of God. 


In any case, thorough follow-up is one of the most essential aspects of short-term missions, yet is often one of the most neglected. STM trips should aim to strengthen this vital component in every way possible. With careful and intentional debriefing of goers, senders, leaders, and hosts, it can be hoped that the experiences gained and shared may have lasting transformative effects for all involved.
Conclusions 

In this rapidly changing postmodern culture, short-term mission trips offer the opportunity for authentic personal experience and spiritual growth, and open God’s mission to individuals seeking to participate in discipleship in new and life-giving ways. However, care and theological reflection must take place to ensure that these experiences do not create more harm than good, that they are a faithful use of resources, that they deepen the understanding of God’s mission in the world for all participants, and that all participants are respectfully equipped for bearing fruit through the sharing of Christ’s good news.  



In the postmodern wilderness, short-term mission, carefully executed, can serve to build God’s kingdom and to turn those who seek a personal spiritual quest to the center that is the mission of God. STM trips have the potential to equip many people in many different ways in the wilderness skills of discipleship, community, and relationship with God. Through STM trips, our congregations can be prepared to “understand the greater story of God’s redemptive work through history, and see how this STM falls in the grander vision of God redeeming all people to Godself.” 
 There will always be room to grow in any human endeavor, but God’s Holy Spirit is able to work in the wilderness through short-term mission to transform hearts and lives.
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