Do Short-Term Missions 



= Christian Tourism? [CT]

What is a Short Term Mission (STM)? According to Wikipedia, it is the mobilization of a Christian missionary for a short period of time ranging from days to a year; many short-term missions are mission trips. The short-term missionary is a fairly recent innovation in the global missions movement, but many short-term missions agencies are seeing great fruit in trips that consist of a week up to a year.

However, in our present context of discussion we would limit the STM to mission trips or visits of Christians to mission fields which ironically can turn into Christian Tourism, hence, the question.
Short-term mission trips (STMT) have caught on quite a bit lately among the assemblies in Malaysia and this is indeed good and encouraging. But are they really that great for the hosts (those who receive them) and the missioners (those involved) themselves? Much has been written about their advantages and shortcomings and it looks like adding to the voluminous opinions that already exist if this editorial is going to add on to some of the well-researched articles that have been written by vastly experienced missionaries or those in the field.  

Christianity Today in their magazine published on January 20, 2009 had this very eye-catching title: Do Short-Term Missions = Christian Tourism? It follows up with this introductory response to the question: 

If we were honest, many of us would admit that this is often true. It’s not what we want. We make plans for a life-changing trip, but it’s only a few weeks after the trip that we realize things are just back to normal.
So how do we turn a short-term trip into long-term impact? How do we change the lives of the participants as well as the hosts we’re visiting? How do we turn cross-cultural missions trips into long-lasting global partnerships?

Locally, Gospel Outreach Worldwide (GOWW) also came up with its advisory on short-term missions not too long ago in one of its publications. Bro. Roger Dahlberg also expressed his personal opinion in one of his Good Hope newsletters as to the good (or otherwise) these STMTs do to the local hosts who have to go out of their way to “expose” the visitors to what they are doing in the field.

Admittedly this trend of STMT is catching on – is it good or bad? 

Without wanting to add on to what is already well-known, here are some personal experiences I would like to pass on. [And this is the first time, in my association with The ECHOS from the beginning that I am expressing a purely personal opinion with no intention to be opinionated.]

I have led and have participated in a few STMTs to various countries. I would like to share some of the impressions that these STMTs have made on me.

I would like to take up the question posed by CT: Do Short-Term Missions = Christian Tourism?
I am afraid that groups that have not orientated their participants do have such an attitude. I remember on one occasion where a participant on the way from the airport to where we were going, insensitively remarked in the presence of the local Christian guide, “Wow, this country is at least 20 years behind us?” Did not this person know this before he came? To add to my agony, the group would go to a restaurant to have their food, with fish and prawns on the menu and dessert to boot (also in the presence of a local host) when the local missionary would just have to subsist with rice and one or two vegetable dishes for his daily sustenance. But why the agony? Because each member in the group was asked to contribute to a common pool for expenses on the trip. And certainly I would not spend that much even on myself. The point at issue is if a STMT participant cannot even stay away from his luxurious food for that short term and integrate with the living style of the local believers, why go there in the first place?

To further answer this question of Christian Tourism: Is a STMT to fulfil Self’s Three S’s (of Sight-seeing, Shopping and See-see)? Do we place greater importance to view the beauty of the country in travelling long distances to see these sights, even if it should be at the cost of sacrificing time to visit host missionaries to encourage them, believers to edify them or help both to evangelise the unreached? Is priority given to Sight-seeing or Soul-winning?

Likewise, Shopping. Is the purchase of souvenirs to give to friends and relatives at home more important than to visit the new friends in the host country and to comfort them in their derelict circumstances when time is not the luxury factor in the itinerary (hence, short-term)? 

Are the participants prepared to go through mud and slime and dirty their shoes, to smell the stench of rubbish in the slums, to breathe in the dirty and polluted surrounding air, to touch leprous hands and fingers (if there are any) and to enter the squalid huts of HIV patients, etc. or just stand aloof and See-see? 

Are they also prepared to leave the comfort zone of their home environment to experience the discomfort of their local hosts who are trying their very best to give them their best? Whether it be Sight-seeing (and certainly in the destinations of STMTs one can really see the unspoilt beauty of God’s creation) or Shopping or just “See-See” all STMTers must know their priorities when they go on such a mission. The Ss are just bonuses – they are not the essence of missions!

STMT can sometimes disrupt the programmes of the local missions, as expressed by Good Hope. Hence, STMers should be familiar with the Three “I’s” of Integration, Initiation and Integrity. The first is necessary so that STMTers fit in with who and what are available on the scene. They need to be prepared to work within limitations and sometimes, ad-hoc decisions. They cannot insist on their programmes, but rather to integrate into the local programmes and assist the local workers in their planning and implementation. Food may not be to their taste but they must learn to taste it unless it affects their health because of allergies or health conditions. Accommodation may not be to their liking, but they need to accept what is offered. 

To integrate well, one must also be Initiated well – passively as well as actively. Passive in order to learn from the local believers as much as they can of the problems they face, the difficulties they go through, etc. and active, in order to initiate some proposals that may help them solve the problems or what can be done later when they return home. This exchange of ideas will be good mutually. In such discussions, Integrity should stand out. STMTers are not there to be an Uncle Sam just to disburse funds without personal attachment, but rather to be sincerely interested in them to help them to help themselves. 

The bottom line of the STMT relates to Impact. What is the long-term Impact it makes for the hosts and for the visitors? Does the Impact for both end with the waving of arms in bidding farewell as both part their ways, and in some cases, it really means that literally?

Do STMTers return to their home assemblies and slip in quietly to return to their former ways of living? Are their home assemblies interested in them enough to have prayer and practical fellowship with them when they first went, and now that they have returned to home base, to give them an opportunity to testify to what they have learnt? This is important for mutual good – for the STMTers to reinforce the impact on their lives as they report and testify, and the home assembly to be challenged towards missions in the future.

For the hosts, is it a relief now that the STMTers have gone back and they can carry on with what they have been doing? Have they learned much from the STMTers? For the local missionary, has their visit been a source of encouragement and fellowship? These are the post-mission questions that STMers should ask when they return.

So, are Short-Term Missions = Christian Tourism?

It certainly depends on the orientation of the group before they go. If they are Initiated well, they will Integrate well and their dealings with the local hosts will be much appreciated because of the Integrity and Sincerity to help – not from a position of superiority but from that of humility and all honesty. It will certainly Impact the lives of both groups.

It will just be Christian Tourism if participants take the opportunity of a cheap tour with free food and accommodation provided in certain cases and plenty of Sight-seeing, Shopping and See-see.
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