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Short Term Missions: Are they worth the cost? 
 

By:  Jo Ann Van Engen 
 
A missionary friend just called to see if we would house a short-term mission group she was coordinating 
here in Honduras. While on the phone, I asked her what she thought of these groups. Her answer might 
surprise you: "Everyone knows," she said, "that short-term missions benefit the people who come, not the 
people here." 
 
Is that true? If so, then thousands of people are raising millions of dollars each year to do something not 
for others, but for themselves. Are we fooling ourselves by pretending these trips help people when they 
are really just an excuse to see a foreign country? If our good works are not doing good, why do them? 
 
Take this example. A group of eighteen students raised $25,000 to fly to Honduras for spring break. They 
painted an orphanage, cleaned the playground, and played with the children. Everyone had a great time, 
and the children loved the extra attention. One student commented: "My trip to Honduras was such a 
blessing! It was amazing the way the staff cared for those children. I really grew as a Christian there." 
 
The Honduran orphanage's yearly budget is $45,000. That covers the staff's salaries, building 
maintenance, and food and clothes for the children. One staff member 
there confided, "The amount that group raised for their week here is more than half our working budget. 
We could have done so much with that money." 
 
Times have changed. Missionaries 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 usually permanent.  
              
Today, air travel makes even the farthest corners of the earth accessible to anyone with money for a ticket 
and a few days to spare. Thousands of people--students, 
retirees, and busy professionals--go all over the world on  short-term mission trips, building schools, 
running medical brigades, doing street evangelism, and working 
in orphanages. 
 
Don't misunderstand me. I'm not saying that everyone goes on short-term missions to get a free vacation. 
People usually sign up for very good reasons—a successful doctor wants to use her skills to help needy 
people, a young person seeks to 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 I have. When people return from their trip, they don't talk about 
what they did, as much as what they saw and how it changed them. They describe how amazing it was to 
worship with Christians in another language, or how humbling it was 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. 
 
Certainly short-term mission trips can go beyond religious tourism and provide memorable experiences. 
My husband and I run a semester-abroad program in Honduras. The college students who study with us 
often have been on previous international mission trips. They say these trips awakened their interest in the 
third 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.  
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Our students call those experiences "life changing." But often that "life changing" experience is based on 
an emotional response to a situation they do not really 
understand. Too often the students return home simply counting the blessings they have of being North 
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neighborhood. After the group left, I asked him about his experience. "I found out soon enough that I was 
in the way. The group wanted to do things their way and made me feel like I didn't know what I was 
doing. I only helped the first day," he said. 
 
Because short-term groups often want to solve problems quickly, they can make third-world Christians 
feel incapable of doing things on their own. Instead of working together with national Christians, many 
groups come with a let-the-North-Americans-do-it attitude that leaves nationals feeling frustrated and 
unappreciated. Since the groups are only around for about a week, the nationals end up having to pick up 
where they left off 
but without the sense of continuity and competence they might have had they been in charge from the 
beginning.  
 
These 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 moratorium on all short-term missions and only support full-time 
workers? Refuse to give money to any group planning to visit a 
developing country? 
 
I don't think that is the answer. Our world is becoming smaller, and global business has made us all 
neighbors. Our lives in North America have become inextricably linked with our brothers and sisters in 
the third-world. Now, more than ever, Christians need to share one another's problems and support one 
another. 
 
But short-term missions as they stand are not the answer. Third-world people do not need more rich 
Christians coming to paint their church and make them feel inadequate. They do need more humble 
people willing to share in their lives and struggles. 
 
I believe North American Christians need to start taking seriously our responsibility to the people of the 
third world--and visiting another country can be an appropriate place to begin. But we need to ask each 
other: What is the purpose of the trip? Are we going through the motions of helping the poor so we can 
congratulate ourselves afterwards? 
Or are we seeking to understand the lives of third- world people--to recognize and support their strengths 
and to try to understand the problems they face and our 
role in them? Are we ethnocentrically treating the people of the third-world as tragic objects to be 
rescued--or as equals to walk with and learn from? 
 
I suggest we stop thinking about short-term missions as a service to perform and start thinking of them as 
a responsibility to learn. Let's raise money to send representatives to find out what our brothers and sisters 
are facing, what we can do to help, and how we can 
build long-term relationships with them. 
 
Groups like the The Christian Commission for Development (CCD), in Honduras intentionally provide 
learning experiences to short-term groups. CCD accepts 
North Americans only if they are serious about learning. Their groups visit Christian development 
projects, speak with rural and urban poor, and dialogue with Honduran 
leaders.  
 




