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ABSTRACT 

 
This in depth study of one church’s in-house student mission program presents critical 
elements that can guide other church bodies in the development of the spiritual formation 
and biblical worldview of their youth through short-term mission. Using grounded theory 
methodology, the leveled program aimed at providing age-appropriate successive short-
term mission trips was studied, along with active students, leaders and host communities. 
The study was conducted in order to distill key elements transferrable to other church 
bodies. Critical elements that immerged include: age appropriate levels of engagement, 
training, mentoring, cross-cultural engagement and long-term relationship with host 
communities. A biblical theology of mission and feedback from a target audience of 
mission and youth pastors are also included. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

     When I came on staff as the Youth Pastor at Bella Vista Church (BVC) in 2006, I 

had no idea how much it would change me as a child of God and a Christian leader. 

BVC has a long history of engaging in Christian witness through traditional Christian 

mission activity; through long-term support of BVC missionaries, local and 

international ministries, and short-term mission trips, which engage congregation 

members. As I entered the scene, changes were already taking place around a more 

intentional engagement of BVC youth (grades 6 through early college) in short-term 

mission trip experiences. 

     At that time, a few key adult leaders were transitioning away from prepackaged 

short-term mission (STM) trips offered by outside agencies, and moving toward 

experimenting with local STM trips designed and led by BVC adult leaders. I quickly 

realized the potential of that vision as I noticed how excited the youth were to be part 

of these experiences, and the effect these “in house” STM trips were having upon the 

students’ sense of community, purpose and spiritual development. 

     Also significant to me was that students were consistently making decisions to 

remain engaged in the local ministries and communities to which they had been 

introduced on the BVC student short-term trips. In these students’ choices I saw great 

traction for further development of the BVC Student Mission Program (SMP) into 

more refined levels appropriate to the differences of ages and stages of life within the 

BVC student body.      

     My understanding of mission upon arrival at BVC could be summed up as a very 

relational one. I believed the Bible held the story of God’s mission to reach the world 

with His love and sole means of salvation through Jesus Christ. In Jesus I have always 

found a model for not only speaking truth but also for living truth in relationship to 



others as He did while incarnate upon the earth. Jesus loved others with the whole of 

His being; in word and deed, conveying God’s love and concern beyond the 

boundaries established by human cultures and institutions.  

     My understanding of God’s call upon all believers was very compatible with Bella 

Vista’s. The solid foundation in place when I arrived at BVC naturally resonated 

within me and I saw more and more what a unique opportunity I had to connect the 

program more deeply and intentionally to the biblical worldview and spiritual 

development of the youth in my charge. As I delved deeper and expanded the levels 

system, I came to believe God had placed my passions, my gifts and me at Bella Vista 

for “such a time as this.” (Esther 4:14)1 

      Thus, I felt compelled to enter in and engage with them, to taste for myself what 

they found so good. The experiences were so rich and their impact so lasting, I soon 

intensively began to design the Sunday and Wednesday evening teaching times with 

the SMP in mind to inform and equip the youth for biblical witness as Jesus taught and 

modeled it for believers. I also became actively involved, with a few key adults, in an 

intentional expansion of the program.  Together we developed and fine-tuned it as 

more and more students embraced the trip opportunities. My definition of mission 

expanded as well and emerged with greater clarity, which I will address more fully in 

Chapter Two. 

     As for the students, their enthusiasm and spiritual fire has not lessened over the 

years. An average 85% of our student body engages in the BVCSMP each year, and an 

average 90% of those students continue to engage in the program through successive 

seasons. They consistently choose BVC student trips over sports, Christian camp, and 

other summer offerings. Parents often ask about trip dates before planning vacations or 

other family events. Most notably, the students themselves implement and sustain 
                                                 
1 All scripture references are from the New International Version 



weekly ministries to many of the local communities they first encountered on student 

trips. 

     In response to the impact that our mentored program of successive mission 

experiences has had upon our students’ way of living and being in the world, and upon 

the choices they are regularly making as they enter the post high school years, I saw 

great value in attempting to discern the essential contributing factors within the 

BVCSMP. Like completing a puzzle, I wanted to know what individual pieces formed 

the image as it came together into a whole.   

     The theories and conclusions I present are grounded in both research and 

experience, which have provided a framework for discerning the constants toward 

distillation and transfer to other faith communities. Using grounded theory as a 

methodology helped distill the key elements of the success of the BVCSMP for 

consideration by other Christian youth and mission leaders as they work to engage 

those in their own contexts. 

     I believe the results of my intensive exploration of the BVCSMP have yielded 

valuable insights for other congregations, mission boards and student ministries who 

wish to deepen the impact of short-term mission trips for the next generations; both 

now and in future lifelong decision making which stems from a biblically informed 

world view born of successive experiences of meaningful engagement with others 

across expanses of time, geography and culture. I believe other Christian bodies will 

similarly witness their youth develop into men and women who navigate the world as 

sensitive, informed, articulate, compassionate and dynamic followers of Jesus Christ. 

     In Chapter One I will provide a summary of the Bella Vista Church Student 

Mission Program: its origins, development and comprehensive approach. I will convey 

the foundational “in house” elements of the mandatory pre-trip training, the formal 

application process, intentional mentoring, journaling and debriefing and supportive 



year round curricula, and I will introduce the hallmarks of the program which have 

emerged as indispensable for STM as a formative part of student development. 

     Chapter Two will consider the theology of mission and a biblical model for 

engaging in God’s mission in the world to call all people to himself; possible only 

through a saving knowledge of and relationship with Jesus Christ. Three significant 

elements emerge: The Imago Dei which recognizes the image of God as existing in 

every individual person throughout humanity, the incarnation of the Word as fulfilled 

in the person of the Messiah Jesus Christ, and the inclusivity of the kingdom of God as 

the imperative invitation extended to all people and cultures to accept the salvation 

available to every person in Christ alone.  

     I will present biblical examples of Christ’s model for articulating and embodying 

the gospel message, in particular in the exchange between Jesus and the Samaritan 

woman at the well as a paradigm for all of the above as a model for engaging in 

mission. I will also propose that there exists a permeating spiritual culture of Christ, 

which is able and intended to unite believers beyond all temporal constraints of 

culture, ethnicity and social status. 

     In Chapter Three I will present the demonstrable outcomes, discerned formally and 

anecdotally, which have resulted from the BVCSMP approach. The student experience 

at different ages and stages of development, personally and progressively, through the 

program levels will be presented. The experience as reported from the perspective of 

our host cultures will similarly be conveyed. This will highlight the values of the two 

way nature of the program in both giving and receiving between persons and cultures, 

and how it informs our view of God and His kingdom, God’s kingdom being 

understood as the present reality of God’s sovereign reign over all creation and in 

particular spiritually within the community of Christian believers, now and in the 

future kingdom fully come at the end of time for all those who received it on earth by 



faith in Christ. It is a spiritual community of the true family of God in Christ that 

awaits full embodiment at the return of Christ, the final judgment and resurrection of 

the dead.  

     In practical applicable terms, I will share outcomes that support the fruitfulness of 

STM when teams go not just to be blessed but to truly bless others, dependent on the 

Spirit of God through sensitive and respectful investment in long-term relationship 

with communities who host them.  

     As part of the research and writing process, I presented my findings to a target 

audience of mission and youth pastors. In Chapter Four, I will share what proved most 

significant to these leaders who might have a vested interest in applying similar 

approaches in their own ministry settings. Their enthusiasm affirmed mine; their 

questions refined my thinking; their thoughts spurred me into further reflection, and 

ultimately, they helped to refine the transferrable core of my research. 

     Chapter Five will be an intersection of what was gleaned through chapters three and 

four. This chapter will provide common responses and themes that emerge as critical 

guiding principles for widespread implementation. Together we shall ask and consider, 

what should be present wherever students are being invited to engage in mission? 

What stands up as relevant and even indispensable? And in terms of practical 

application for leaders; what is transferrable to persons and programs of diverse nature, 

tradition, and resources?  

     I will also seek to provide illumination regarding what makes common ground for a 

good start at engaging students in an “in house” student mission experience or 

program. What key signposts or guiding indicators will help leaders proceed with 

confidence and effectiveness? What contributing elements are significant year round in 

support of mission season and its goals? We will also consider the selection and 

equipping of STM leaders, funding, and other practical concerns that emerged from 



conversations with other mission and youth leaders. In short, chapter five will be the 

application chapter that will seek to be the place where others, like I once did, might 

find inspiration to proceed in their own spheres of influence. 

      In the conclusion, I will invite readers to dream of what is possible in their own 

context. I will encourage mission and youth leaders to seek spiritual discernment about 

what is transferrable to their own students and faith communities, as they know them 

to be. I will also look ahead at what might be next for Bella Vista Church and our 

Student Mission Program. Like a microcosm of the Church as a whole, and likewise its 

individual members, we are constantly being called forward. Throughout the earth, 

individuals and communities are living their part in the adventure of the great 

commission of Jesus Christ to call all people to Himself until the blessed day of His 

return.  

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

A SUMMARY OF THE BELLA VISTA CHURCH STUDENT MISSION 

PROGRAM 

The life of faith is best communicated in its own terms, namely “life”; the lived 
language of real human beings in real times in real places…not just the ability to 
dream up fanciful fables, but the ability to identify meaning, and to know when we 

have come upon something truly meaningful.2 
 
 
 

Brief History of the BVC Program 
 

     As a youth pastor I shepherd an average one hundred students in grades six through 

twelve, and several more in their early college years. Most of my students attend 

                                                 
2 Michael Ward, “How C.S. Lewis Lit the Way,” Christianity Today, November 2013. 



public schools, but an average 20% are home schooled. A few, at any given time, 

attend Christian schools.  

     I have served for eight years at Bella Vista Church (BVC), a nondenominational 

church in a comfortable, white suburban community in western Michigan. The mission 

of God in the world, to lovingly reach all people with His offer of salvation available 

in Jesus Christ alone, has been at the core of BVC since its formation as a body in the 

1970’s.  

     Originally a grass roots gathering place for Christians and seekers, meeting at first 

in a barn, BVC became passionate about making disciples both in our community and 

around the world. Dynamic pastors with long tenure were guiding forces as the 

congregation grew and built a larger facility for the church body and local community. 

Throughout the years, as much as seventeen percent of the annual BVC budget has 

been earmarked for mission.  

     BVC has a long history of commitment to the mission of God through financial, 

physical, and prayer support of global and local mission and support of long-term 

missionaries, many who were born from the BVC body. BVC provides education and 

opportunities for all ages in response to the words of Jesus, “And this gospel of the 

kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then 

the end will come.” (Matthew 24:14) and Jesus’ Great Commission to all believers to 

“go and make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19). 

     The BVC Mission Advisory Council (MAC) provides an annual day of training that 

is mandatory for all ages that will apply to participate in a short-term trip experience. 

Training includes five key areas, initially gleaned from the fifteen week Perspectives 

Course offered by Perspectives on the World Christian Movement (Appendix, p.127), 

which were condensed into the biblical foundation for mission, history of mission, 

cross cultural preparedness, evangelism and prayer. An additional training meeting is 



held for equipping trip leaders for their role. Trip leaders then provide the trip specific 

training for their teams and are also responsible for debriefing with their teams during 

and after trips. 

     The trip application process was developed carefully and is still evolving due to the 

commitment of several mission leaders who over the years have found BVC to be a 

fertile environment for their gifts and insights. The application packet includes a 

section for responses about the applicant’s personal faith journey and beliefs, a 

medical form, a permission form for applicants who are under 18, reference forms to 

be returned on behalf of the applicant, and a prayer partner form which indicates those 

who have committed to pray for the applicant and receive team updates when possible. 

(Appendix, pp. 155-170) Our teams and their individual members consistently note an 

increase in spiritual persecution before and after trips. It is important to pray and 

especially for teams to know that they are being prayed for. Prayer team members are 

an important network of support and encouragement and provide a way for senders to 

share in the trip experience. 

     Applicants to the upper level student trips engage in a one-on-one interview with 

their team leader. Team members who cannot attend the mandatory training may be 

asked to attend a similar training elsewhere or to read a relevant book provided by the 

MAC and to respond with a formal written book report. If they have not already done 

so, they will also be expected to engage in some local mission opportunities. In order 

for participants to better understand the fundraising demands which all missionaries 

experience, parents organize fundraising opportunities for team members who can then 

work to earn part of their trip costs. Student team members who participate in these 

opportunities, and who also show that they have sent out letters requesting support, are 

eligible for scholarships from BVC if needed. 



     BVC short-term mission trips for students were initially packaged experiences 

offered by outside agencies and organizations such as SEMP (Students Equipped to 

Minister to Peers), EQUIP (Peer Care and Evangelism training and serving) and 

YWAM (Youth with a Mission). (Appendix, p.127) 

     At first all students could attend together, and later the middle and high school 

groups began to be offered separate opportunities. BVC parents, and sometimes the 

youth pastor, would travel along and oversee the experiences.  

     When I arrived at BVC some significant changes had begun to take place in student 

mission opportunities. A few adults had begun to offer an “in house” mission program 

in which middle and high school local trips were developed and led by BVC adults. 

Middle school students camped out in a wooded campsite on church property and 

made daily excursions to learn about and engage in local ministries in the nearest 

urban community of Grand Rapids, only fifteen minutes from BVC.  The high school 

students are challenged by living for a week in an under-resourced, multi-ethnic inner-

city neighborhood in Grand Rapids and investing their time and talents.  

     My first impression of the students of BVC was of a sweet, lively group of youth 

who desired to be led, to be significant in the world and in the church, and whose 

hopes were that I would be a leader who would commit to them long-term. In short, 

they seemed eager to engage and grow together, particularly in mission, as they had 

had a taste of purposefulness in their recent local short-term trip experiences. I could 

sense the experience of being entrusted with the trip challenges had resonated within 

them. They had felt empowered as a significant part of the Church and seemed hungry 

for more. 

    My intuition of this adolescent quest for significance and challenge in the church is 

confirmed by current research such as that of Kendra Creasy Dean who reports, 

“Adolescents are searching for something, for someone, to die for…a cause worthy of 



their suffering, a love worthy of a lifetime and not just a Sunday night. In short, they 

are searching for passion even – perhaps especially – in church. Teenagers will not 

settle for a God who asks for anything less”3 

     Today’s youth are smart, perceptive, and looking for purposeful interaction with the 

world. Adolescence brings new cognitive abilities to separate self from crowd, 

evaluate others and empathize with different cultures and points of view.4 The 

questions of this emerging independence of the self quickly move beyond the “Who 

am I?” of personal identity to deeper relational questions of community and purpose.5 

     The importance of “godly peers” plays a significant role in adolescence as well, 

particularly in terms of identity and belonging. Especially as they move in and out 

between their Christian community and their secular ones. Engagement in Christian 

worship, activities and practices with peers of faith apart from school, popular culture, 

etc. “heighten the tension between youth and their culture, and mark them as a 

community set apart.”6 

     I continue to observe the significance of relationships among Christian adolescent 

peers, especially as they function over against a societal worldview that operates on a 

bias of self-interest. “Spiritual friendships offer young people a repertoire of practices 

that invite vulnerability patterned after the self-giving passion of Christ rather than the 

self-destructive passions of consumerism. Above all, spiritual friendships incarnate the 

                                                 
3 Kendra Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion: Youth and the Quest for a Passionate Church (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2004), 8. 
4 There are many helpful studies of adolescent development. I recommend: Erik Erikson and Robert 
Coles, The Erik Erikson Reader (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2001), Joseph Reimer, Diana 
Pritchard and Richard H. Hersh, Promoting Moral Growth: From Piaget to Kohlberg (Salem, WI: 
Waveland Press, 1990) and James W. Fowler, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development 
and the Quest for Meaning (New York: Harper One, 1995) 
5 Parks, et al, Common Fire: Lives of Commitment in a Complex World, 37. 
6Dean, Practicing Passion, 36. 
7Ibid., 241. 



nature of God’s intimacy with us, allowing teenagers to perceive Christ in every 

human relationship.”7 

     The many years of shared experience in ministry, and the deepening of 

relationships and trust, are evident in the commitment my students exhibit to Christ, to 

one another, and to the “others” they engage in the context of STM. 

     When the new batch of sixth grade students enters Student Ministries each year, I 

tell them, “You are moving from childhood to greater independence and challenge. It 

will not be enough to coast along on the faith of your parents. In these years in Student 

Ministries, you will be encouraged to come to a point of your own decision, and a faith 

that is truly your own.” I have consistently found that this excites and liberates them to 

seek, study and engage. Through the middle and high school years, they rise to the 

challenge with great enthusiasm. 

     Most of my students at BVC could reasonably expect to go on to live the 

“American Dream” of security and prosperity, but through engaging the world in 

mission they are embracing instead the bigger dream God has for their lives. The 

energy and passion of the adolescent years has power to do great good. I believe the 

role of youth ministry is to harness and guide such potential, release the reigns 

gradually for that which God intends, and to do so without dismissing the value of 

every person’s contribution to God’s kingdom regardless of age. The vehicle I have 

consistently witnessed as most powerful in the faith development and spiritual 

formation of my students is hands-on engagement in the mission of God. Intentionally 

mentored opportunities to flex faith and learn from other people and cultures, while 

being trusted to answer the call of the gospel well, opens the door to a lifetime of 

purposeful witness.  

                                                 
 



     In my tenure at BVC, I have sought to provide a supportive network of education in 

scripture, theology, and apologetics, which then takes on flesh in the SMP. In our 

traditional Wednesday night program, middle school students learn systematic 

theology. With the Bible as their only text, we seek to teach them what we believe as 

followers of Jesus and why. We want them to be familiar with traditional “church 

speak” and theological terms, and to be able to relate them to scripture. In the high 

school years, leaders take them further and eventually move on into apologetics. Being 

able to sensitively articulate one’s beliefs, and having a basic understanding of the 

different perspectives of other faiths and belief systems, is critical to effective witness 

in contemporary discourse. In public high schools there are formal clubs for many 

groups who speak in contradiction to the gospel message; without intentional 

mentoring, students may never be effectively informed about Jesus Christ and what it 

means to follow him. We want our young people to be able to have those 

conversations in ways that keep community doors and individual hearts open to the 

gospel. We are also intentional about yearlong engagement in the local communities 

with whom we have entered into relationship. We believe it is essential that when we 

are asked by communities we serve far from home, “Do you serve like this in your 

own community?” We are able to answer, “Yes.” 

     As I mentioned earlier, a large percentage of our students remain active in the 

program throughout their adolescent years. Gradually developing our system of levels 

appropriate to age and development, and mentoring students appropriate to their age 

and developmental level, has resulted in successive experiences of success for students 

which provide affirming first-hand experiences of “I can do this!” and a natural desire 

to dare to try more. “I think that’s one of the things about assuming responsibility at a 

young age and doing it successfully. You learn that almost everything can be scary, 



but if you kind of have a sense of who you are and what the situation is, you can deal 

with it.”8  

     Upon completion of the program, BVC students continue to engage in mission very 

naturally, without tending to silo it as an optional side ministry for a select few. After 

high school, some graduates enter full time mission or pre-ministry degree tracks, and 

many continue in STM through trip opportunities offered through their colleges.  

These students report they are usually the only ones who raise their hands as having 

had any intentional mission training. Many BVC graduates report making vocational 

choices in tandem with how those vocations might be used of God in mission, at least 

part-time. (Appendix, p. 135) 

     Though the BVCSMP has developed gradually, a look at how it is currently 

structured will be helpful. Again, it has developed over several years and God 

continues to guide and grow it through prayer and risk together as leaders and teams. 

 

Program Overview 

     The program currently offers four levels, which encompass six trips, carefully 

constructed to build upon one another over time. Team sizes average twelve to twenty 

people, but can vary depending on the number of students in the age range for a 

particular level in any given season. The overarching goal of the SMP is to equip and 

empower sensitive, articulate, kingdom citizens who understand their lives as 

inextricably interwoven with the mission of God in the world to call all people to 

Salvation in Christ.   

     The summer before entering the seventh grade, students are offered their first 

opportunity, the Level 1 trip. Level 1 is an entry-level experience to introduce 

participants to Christian service, with an emphasis on team relationship building 
                                                 
8 Parks, et al, Common Fire: Lives of Commitment in a Complex World, 40. 



through Christian faith practices and growing awareness of local needs and ministries. 

This experience is called the Extreme Five Campout, because it offers five days of 

extreme challenge. Students spend five days camping in a wooded campsite on our 

church property. Led by trained adult and student leaders, campers spend mornings 

and evenings in worship and learning around the campfire. During the days, they are 

presented with personal and team-building challenges, take day trips into urban 

communities for exposure to needs and corresponding ministries, and invest 

themselves in active service to those communities. Students on this level interact with 

the homeless in a local shelter, as well as through a unique inner-city art studio where 

all are welcome to come and fellowship over art. We also spend time in migrant camps 

interacting with children around the gospel, help prepare lunches for under-resourced 

families, and learn a lesson about sin and grace as part of a rock wall challenge. 

Extreme Five team members visit a cathedral and a synagogue in order to learn about 

other faith practices and the faith tradition in which Jesus himself was raised. They 

also receive an age-appropriate introduction to the sanctity of human life and Jesus’ 

available love and healing for all people. 

     We are mindful to prepare each morning for the day ahead, discussing in advance 

where we are going, how to conduct ourselves and a little about the people and places 

we will encounter. At the evening fire, we are careful to debrief the day’s experiences 

together. The debriefing times are crucial to round out the experience of all by hearing 

from each other and our individual perspectives. Leaders are able to clarify, answer 

questions, and speak into the students’ processing of the day. Debriefing often brings 

up questions and concerns that need to be addressed and processed, and is best done all 

together in the security of the group. There is also a more intimate opportunity for 

sharing and prayer with their tent leader before bed, and those leaders are able to keep 

closer watch on the students in their care, continuing to help them process throughout 



the week. These young students are able to take a lot in stride, reserve stereotypical 

assumptions and fears, and jump in with enthusiasm. But they are exposed to a lot and 

the opportunity to talk and pray about it is important. 

     In an early effort to expose them to missionary hardships, students use the camp 

outhouse and get no showers. We try to swim somewhere most evenings to relax, have 

fun, and clean up bit. We are sure to provide opportunities for rest and relaxation as 

well as fun, team-building activities. The bonds of friendship forged among the 

students on this first experience are foundational to the ties, which grow stronger in 

successive years of shared experiences together in mission and throughout the year at 

BVC. 

     In 2010 a cross-cultural component was introduced to the Level 1 trip when we 

began bringing back middle school students of the same age from the Winnebago 

Indian Reservation in Nebraska to join our students as co-equal teammates.9 

Experiencing the days together and debriefing each night through the eyes of quite 

different cultures proves very educational for all, and shows we all have much of value 

to learn from one another. 

     Students entering the eighth grade can do a second Extreme Five or move on to the 

Level 1.5 Exodus Campout. This nurtured growth level works on development of 

personal gifts, personal testimonies and hands-on engagement in the mission of God 

through cross-cultural relationships. Students again camp out behind the church, but 

for a slightly longer week. This experience takes students on an intentionally deeper 

spiritual journey. Students are again guided by adult and trained student leaders and 

given time to explore their relationship with God in the beauty of His creation. They 

are introduced to such practices as the Lectio Divina and prayer journaling. They are 

                                                 
9 See page 20 for more on Winnebago 



also encouraged to explore throughout the week how a personal relationship with God 

looks when it is lived out in Christian community.  

     Exodus campers become more relationally involved in urban Grand Rapids. Each 

camper is paired with a younger, usually Muslim, student from a low-income housing 

project for Somali refugees in the city. Part of their preparation is observing Muslim 

prayer and teaching at the Islamic Center.  They are appropriately clothed, including 

head coverings for females. We have noticed the Imam (worship leader, teacher and 

community leader of the Mosque and community) chooses to speak from Quran 

passages about creation, Moses and Jesus when we are there. We get a lot of surprised 

looks from the men who come to prayer, but the Imam graciously receives us in his 

office afterward for conversation and questions. He seems pleased to have a chance to 

share the goodwill of his people with a Christian audience, and it is a helpful counter 

for our students to many negative cultural stereotypes presented in the media. Again, 

we debrief the students carefully back at camp, but the experience and other cultural 

training helps them to understand how better to minister to the Muslim children in 

their care and know when to get a leader for assistance. I have noticed how my 

students and participating parents think and respond differently toward this community 

in comparison to those in our culture whose only exposure to Muslims is via the 

media. Again, it is the parents who help with meals and transportation, thus getting to 

experience parts of the trip with their son or daughter, and debriefing can continue 

later on at home.  

     During the week of the trip, campers shepherd their younger “buddies” from the 

housing project throughout the city, exposing them to experiences they might 

otherwise never have such as canoeing, the local zoo and a trip to Lake Michigan. 

Some days the buddies are brought back to BVC to enjoy the woods and play water 

games on the lawn. Older buddies are invited to camp with the team the last two nights 



of the trip. The gospel is presented and there is opportunity to answer questions. Prayer 

is offered with sensitivity to any concerns and preferences expressed by their parents. 

Guests really look forward to the experience. Exodus team members learn how to 

share the gospel in word, deed and prayer, all in the context of ongoing relationship. 

     As a result of past Exodus trips, many Bella Vista students, again with the help of 

leaders and parents, choose to remain engaged in this same community on a weekly 

basis throughout the year. They bring dinner and Bible study to the kids in the housing 

project gym every Sunday night. The Muslim parents watched carefully for a few 

years before eventually trusting us with the opportunity to teach about Jesus, a fruit of 

investing in relationships with people and building trust over time. 

     The Level 2 trip is for high school freshmen and sophomores. This pre-leadership 

level provides opportunity to apply personal spiritual giftedness in environments of 

greater challenge and to bear greater responsibility on the team and in the host 

community. Though it is called Grand Rapids Immersion, the experience begins with a 

wilderness weekend in a remote area on Lake Michigan. Bella Vista leaders and young 

adults from the Bridge Street House of Prayer in Grand Rapids (Appendix, p.130), 

another ongoing relationship born of student trips, lead the students through an intense 

spiritual retreat far away from civilization. Students then return for a weeklong 

immersion in inner city Grand Rapids. Students live in a house in a city neighborhood 

and build new relationships there. They serve alongside community members in 

neighborhood improvement projects, walk the city stopping for prayer with those in 

need, provide Bible-based learning opportunities for neighborhood children, and 

interact with existing local ministries on a deeper level than on earlier level trips. 

Teaching and exposure in the area of life for the preborn is intensified at this level, as 

is engagement with education, prevention, and compassionate post- abortive care. 



     Many Immersion students have felt called to serve God in Grand Rapids on a 

regular basis and move comfortably about the city as a second home. They often 

gather to pray together and organize their own prayer walks. They know many regular 

faces and names of those on the streets and truly love the city and its people. They 

have, among other things, sustained a weekly Bible club in a city school and invested 

in ongoing prayer and awareness around the issue of the sanctity of human life in its 

many forms. A group of students from BVC meet twice a month for three hours of 

worship and prayer at the downtown Grand Rapids headquarters of Life International, 

an organization that multiplies life ministries worldwide. (Appendix, p.127) 

     On the first Grand Rapids Immersion in 2006, BVC students helped to demolish the 

basement procedure and recovery rooms of an abortion clinic located in the building 

purchased to become Life International headquarters in Grand Rapids. A worship and 

prayer room now exists in its place and has special meaning for them.  

     Students are expected to participate in two Grand Rapids Immersion experiences 

before interviewing for acceptance on a Level 3 trip. However, some students feel the 

call to Grand Rapids so strongly they choose to remain committed to Immersion 

throughout their high school years. Other students enter our church in the later high 

school years and are able to matriculate into the program through attending training 

and experiencing one level 2 Grand Rapids Immersion trip before engaging in a Level 

3 experience. 

     The Level 3 experience is built to develop leadership through greater responsibility 

and interdependence on God and fellow team members. This level includes greater risk 

and requires a mature and articulate approach. Team members accept responsibility for 

respectful relationship building, Christian role modeling and education of children and 

youth in presenting the gospel message, humble attentiveness as learners to 



community elders, and a sacrificial work ethic. We currently offer two level 3 short-

term trips, each of which occurs twice during the year. 

     The Level 3 West trip takes high school upperclassmen to the Winnebago Indian 

Reservation in Winnebago, Nebraska. The experience is offered twice a year to better 

sustain relationship with our Winnebago, in their language Ho-Chunk, family. The 

twelve hour drive through endless corn is a team builder, but the joy of reunion is the 

reward. Relationships in Winnebago also grow through regular communication via 

modern technologies of phones, Facebook, and mail throughout the year. Through the 

gracious support of the Native American congregation of the Winnebago Reformed 

Church, the Bella Vista team is housed in the church apartment and has use of the 

church building and grounds for ministry. 

     At this level, the students lead most of the program. They offer a daily Bible school 

for preschool and up. This includes large group worship time, after which children are 

circulated through three stations offering: a craft, story and puppet time, and 

interactive teaching time. All stations reinforce the day’s message in creative ways. 

Adult leaders anchor the stations, while Bella Vista Students are each assigned a group 

of children to lead through these and other activities throughout the week. These small 

mini-families deepen connections and establish relationships. By week’s end team 

members pray with and for the children in their care, whether new to them or known 

through many visits over the years. 

     The team also takes responsibility for the Sunday service, leading in the various 

elements of worship, reading, special music, prayers and the Children’s Message. 

Some of our team members leave the service with the children to teach the children’s 

Sunday school classes. A trip highlight is fellowship afterward with church members 

over dinner. Old friendships are renewed, stories and laughter are shared, and extended 

fellowship brightens everyone’s heart. 



     In addition to working with the children, adult community members enjoy teaching 

the local arts and love to tell their stories. There are some work projects that provide 

further opportunity to meet new people and engage in conversation. Our teams at 

Levels 2 and 3 may only choose projects in which we can work alongside those 

receiving our assistance or for those who cannot help but will be present to interact 

with. This is an intentional choice on our part in order to respect the local people and 

to remind students that it is relationships with people that are the context for sharing 

about Christ’s love in word and deed. Work projects without relational contact are a 

way to provide practical assistance, but can be done by anyone with a hammer with no 

lasting impact beyond the material.   

     Bella Vista team members all enjoy the easy pace of Winnebago life, remaining 

disconnected from electronics and contact with home and learning to operate on what 

the locals call “Indian time” which is far less rigid than the time structures of our home 

culture. Students know the children, families, and community by heart now. In return, 

community members know and trust them. This mutual exchange and appreciation of 

cultures has been established over many visits and has become, to student team 

members and leaders from BVC, a scared place where we are met and stretched by 

God. Students learn as much as they teach, and receive more than they give. As 

mentioned earlier, some early middle school students we work with in Winnebago now 

travel back to Michigan with the Level 3 West team to train and participate as co-equal 

team members on the Level 1 Extreme Five Campout. The trust placed in us by the 

Winnebago parents to take their children to our home across the country has been a 

critical indicator that the affection and trust we perceive from our relationships in 

Winnebago are genuine and reciprocal.     

     Through investment in long-term relationship, students and leaders including 

myself, bond at a deeper level with people in our host communities. Cross culturally, 



the building blocks of successive experiences within a community become “crystalized 

moments of memory in a larger pattern of engagement with otherness…which over 

time create a way of being in the world which is continually open to rediscovering that 

‘we’ and ‘they’ share common bonds.”10  

     Because of the powerful connectedness team members feel to the people we have 

come to love over the years, many students continue to engage in the trips well into 

their college years, desiring to follow through with relationships. This has been a good 

thing, but has led to the need to temporarily close the trip to any new participants as it 

is difficult for them to “catch up” and better for those in Winnebago to continue to 

deepen established relationships rather than to frequently cycle new people into the 

community. There is also a point when adding newly eligible team members makes a 

team too big and thus a danger of becoming more burden than blessing to the 

community. We have therefore recently added a second Level 3 trip, Level 3 East, 

which will build a new group of team members who can become familiar faces 

building Christ-centered relationships in Newark, New Jersey. 

     This Level 3 East experience, occurring twice a year like its western counterpart, 

will give a whole new group of students the pioneer experience of building a new 

ministry relationship in an under-resourced, multi-ethnic urban community. BVC has 

long supported two missionary families in Newark, born out of BVC many years ago, 

that serve through the national mission organization World Impact. (Appendix, p.127) 

We hope they will feel encouraged as youth from their supporting home church come 

out to pour into their ministry in a Christian school, bi-lingual church and challenged 

neighborhood within the city. They have received adult teams from BVC in years past, 

but this will be their first student team since long before my tenure. 

                                                 
10 Parks, et al, 71. 



     In summary, year round curricula of biblical theology, practical apologetics and 

building community through shared experience provide a comprehensive support 

system for the Bella Vista Church Student Mission Program. We have consistently 

found the following elements of our mission program’s health and effectiveness to be: 

Pre-trip training in the biblical foundation for mission, the history of mission, cross-

cultural training both general and specific, and evangelism in the context of 

relationship.  In addition, prayer, leader training, intentional mentoring in person and 

through journaling and debriefing, and long term relationships with the communities 

we serve both locally and far from home are essential.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

A BIBLICAL THEOLOGY OF MISSION 

It is not our heart that determines our course, but God’s word.11 

 

      The twenty-first century arrived with a new world order for Christian mission.     

The highest number of conversions to Christianity today can be attributed to foreign 

nationals, Christians who witness to their own people and culture. The highest 

numbers of Christian conversions are found in the millions in Latin America, China, 

Indonesia, India, Korea and Africa.12 

                                                 
11 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together ( New York: Harper & Row,1954), 55. 
12 David Livermore, Serving With Eyes Wide Open (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2006), 33. 



     For wealthier countries like the United States, modern technologies, ease and 

affordability of travel, working alongside foreign nationals engaged in mission to the 

countries that surround them and the continuing immigration of foreign nationals to 

the United States have opened new doors to cross-cultural engagement. Short-term 

mission (STM) trips now outnumber and out resource long-term missions around the 

world.  

     STM most often occurs in the context of short-term mission trips offered by local 

church bodies through Christian mission organizations. The trend is steadily on the rise 

with no signs of slowing. Noted missiologist and author Gary Corwin is not alone in 

noting, “It is not going away any time soon.”13 Other scholars in the field, such as Dr. 

David Livermore and Robert Priest, agree in the positive potential of the trend but add 

“it does not seem to be living up to this potential”14 However, they encourage efforts 

to respond to the call of the gospel with a focus on doing STM “well” i.e. with greater 

humility, preparation, respect and love for other people and cultures and by going as 

learners. “God has had thousands of years of turning our most feeble attempts at living 

out his mission into beautiful reflections of his glory”15 

    Many questions are being asked about the rise in STM. Who are all of these people 

engaging in STM and why? How does a strong biblical theology inform engagement in 

STM? Who benefits from STM and who is at risk? How can Christians best prepare 

for, experience and mature through STM? Are real relationships possible between 

communities who engage one another through STM? And above all, how is God 

honored and glorified in STM as we continue to engage the world of today with His 

commission to bring the gospel message to all the earth? 

                                                 
13 Gary Corwin, “The Message of Short-Term Missions,” Evangelical Missions Quarterly 36, no. 4 
(2007): 422-423. 
14 Robert J. Priest, Terry Dischinger, Steve Rasmussen and C.M. Brown, “Researching the Short-Term 
Missions Movement,” Missiology: An International Review XXXIV, No. 4 (2006): 431-445. 
15 Livermore, Serving With Eyes Wide Open, 168. 



     There are some helpful answers to these questions, and I contend along with many 

key authors, there is good reason to embrace the opportunities this growth in STM 

affords both to those who go and to those who receive them. 

          

The State of STM Today 

      Who are all of these people engaging in STM? There is exponential mission 

expansion today by foreign nationals throughout the globe. It is shocking to some but 

encouraging to many that, as mentioned earlier, the greatest growth in the church today 

is happening in and through the mission efforts of African, Latin American, and other 

non-Anglo nations. Herein however, I will limit my focus to STM, as it exists in the 

United States. 

     Statistics show more US Christians engaging in STM than ever before. Numerous 

studies have documented this trend, with the work of Robert Wuthnow and Stephen 

Offutt most frequently cited. Their research reports the number of US Christians who 

participated in STM grew from 22,000 in 1979 to more than 1.6 million in 2008. This 

is accompanied by significant increases in spending. While spending did not decrease 

for long-term missionaries, neither did it increase as it did for STM.16  

     Part of the rise in the number of STM participants is due to the large volume of 

teens and young adults who are choosing to engage in short-term trips. More youth 

leaders in churches everywhere are finding mission trips to be an expected part of their 

ministries, whether or not they feel qualified or have been trained for such leadership. 

This presents an opportunity for educating and equipping leaders for new ways of 

engaging youth in STM. 

                                                 
16 Cited in Robert J. Priest, Ed., Effective Engagement in Short-Term Missions: Doing it Right! 
(Pasadena, CA: William B. Carey Library Publishing, 2008), 46. 



     The interest of teens is already present. Current research reports an increase in teen 

involvement in STM from 2% in 1950-1980 and 5% in the 1990’s to 12% at the dawn 

of the new millennium. Wuthnow and Offut noted that among 13 to 17 year olds alone, 

there has been an increase in STM participation from 29% in 2002 to 41% in 2005.17  

     Gary Corwin explains the reasons for this global phenomenon in terms of our 

twenty-first century culture and capabilities. “The enormous popularity of STM is a 

reflection of local churches’ desire to be involved more directly in global 

mission…and also a reflection of the cultural reality that relationships and 

choice…now rule the day”18  

     In short, we are wealthier and because of technology, we have easy access to the 

globe. We can respond in person and at any age to what we see and know 

electronically because of our resources and easy access to travel. But how can we do 

STM well when so many are going, and each sending community varies one to the 

other in theology and methodology? Is there a primary connective thread that should 

inform us all? 

     The thread that is woven through the world’s generations and cultures is the Word 

of God. The Word, written and incarnate in Jesus Christ, lives in the hearts and lives of 

His people; people who themselves live in the intersection of the earthly kingdom of a 

fallen world with the spiritual kingdom of heaven. It is from this place that Christians 

are to be equipped to engage a broken and hurting world where many live without the 

hope we possess. The Imago Dei, the image of God, which exists in every person and 

reflects our common Creator, is an essential component for effectiveness in mission. It 

is the leveler between persons, a reminder of both our fallen-ness and our inherent 

value. Though we live in the tension of sin’s reign and Christ’s triumph, the “now” and 
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18 Gary Corwin, “The Mission of Theology in Missions,” Evangelical Missions Quarterly 39, no. 3 
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the “not yet” of the kingdom, in the intersection of what is and what will be, we are 

able to extend both truth and grace by the power of the Holy Spirit at work within us 

and through us in relation to others and after the pattern established for us in the 

incarnate Christ.  

      At present of course, we are finite beings with a foretaste of infinity. The humility 

and dependence of this reality can be to our service in mission. We are familiar with 

the words of Isaiah, “The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God 

stands forever” (Isaiah 40:8). We must remain equally familiar with the preceding 

verses, “All men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field. The 

grass withers and the flowers fall, because the breath of the Lord blows on them. 

Surely the people are grass” (Isaiah 40:6-7). 

     It is with this reminder of our limited years and comprehension of the span of 

history along with acceptance that glory is due only to God, that we dare engage in His 

mission in the world at all. Humility is the non-negotiable prerequisite. Reverence for 

the one who came and lived it perfectly the proper motivation.       

Short of God’s presence and blessing, there is nothing so essential to good 
mission as good theology. It is the foundation to establish its ground and scope 
in the light of who God is, what He does, and how He views the world. God, 
after all, is not a species we study; He is a master we emulate and obey.19 

    
     The biblical mandate for believers is to extend God’s kingdom message of salvation 

to the entire world. This makes urgent the need for believers to understand the 

indispensable resources of the Word in scripture as mandate and guide, the incarnation 

of Jesus, as the Word made flesh in fullness, and the inclusivity of the kingdom above 

human divisions informed and empowered by the Holy Spirit.  

     Without a solid biblical theology, we will quickly rely upon our own wisdom and 

efforts. This is a fruitless and often destructive path for all involved. It is God’s Word, 
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written and incarnate in Jesus, which provides the essential template for fulfilling 

God’s salvific mission in an ever-changing world. It is the gracious gift of His Holy 

Spirit, which moves us individually and corporately forward as the one Church of God 

throughout all the earth. It is a supernatural calling, dependent upon our relationship 

with God and lived in relationship to one another. In twenty-first century America this 

presents challenges, but also opportunities, for exponential growth in the Church.20 

      In North America today, we exist in a worldwide web storm. Myriad voices shout 

from every side, marketing their current versions of human worth and purpose. If the 

loudest voices are to be believed, we are finite accidents of biology that can 

accomplish whatever we desire. We are to be self-made and self-satisfied. We get to 

decide for ourselves what matters. Our highest aims are all attainable through our own 

efforts and positive thinking. There are winners and there are losers in this game, and 

this life is all we get, so we should grab what we can and enjoy it. We should find our 

own identity and never judge another’s truth. 

     I do not exaggerate the battle. In my work with youth age twelve through twenty-

one, I witness firsthand what they are up against. They are a particularly vulnerable 

population as they navigate the transitional years of adolescence. But I have led and 

served alongside them in mission; I have seen them hold fast to the truth of who they 

are in Christ. They take seriously the unique purpose He has for them in the kingdom. 

Perhaps because of the unique nature of the adolescent years, my students often seem 

better able than their adult counterparts to approach STM with humility and 

dependence on God.  

     I recently had the opportunity to interview mission scholar and author Dr. David 

Livermore about what he believes youth bring to the STM movement. He noted that as 

                                                 
20 My theology of mission has been influenced by John Calvin, Lesslie Newbigin, Karl Barth, David 
Livermore and Richard Twiss. For those interested in a broader mission bibliography in the last 50 
years, key authors would include George Hunsberger, David Bosch, and Lamin O. Sanneh. 



much as 90% of the benefit to the host culture may be simply the encouragement of 

their presence! (Appendix, pp. 128-130) 

     Others are also taking notice of youth engaging in STM.  

If they (young people) acted consistently on what they are told is the utter 
futility of being human, they would probably attempt to end their lives. Perhaps 
the reason they don’t is because deep down they know better than to believe 
what our culture tells them. They may not know how or why, but there is 
something special about being human, isn’t there?21 
 

     That “something special” is the Imago Dei, the recognition we are each created in 

the image of God and He loves us and desires that none should be lost. “God created 

man in His own image. In the image of God He created him; male and female He 

created them” (Genesis 1:27) “For You created my inmost being; You knit me together 

in my mother’s womb. I praise You because I am fearfully and wonderfully made.” 

(Psalm 139:13-14) 

      Having been made in the image of God is the true identity of every person. A 

sound biblical theology of mission begins here, with the Imago Dei, the express 

understanding that every human being bears the image of their Creator and is thus of 

great worth in God’s sight and deserving of love and care.  Throughout the ages God’s 

people have articulated this biblical view of the “other.” In 1574, John Calvin taught, 

“Let a Moor or a Barbarian come among us, and yet inasmuch as he is a man, he 

brings with him a looking glass wherein we may see that he is our brother and 

neighbor.”22 Or as R. Robert Creech has been credited as saying, “Two things will be 
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true of every human being you and I encounter: This is one who bears the image of 

God; and this is one for whom Christ died.”23 

     When we are able to understand and accept this about ourselves, we can embrace 

the new identity offered us in Christ with joy. When we can recognize this as true of 

every person, we are able to see others as equally loved by God and also bearers of His 

image. This will profoundly impact our view and treatment of every person we 

encounter, if we do so mindfully. No one can be said to deserve or not deserve being 

God’s image-bearer; it is simply inherent in every person, according us each great 

value in God’s sight. God reminds us through the psalmist that we all and we each can 

claim, “I am fearfully and wonderfully made.” (Psalm 139:14)  

     We are without excuse if we count ourselves above others, if we consider our own 

sinfulness to be lesser or our own status before God greater than any other in His eyes. 

There is a way to genuinely comply with Christ’s own echo of the command stemming 

from God’s own love to “love one another as I (Christ) have loved you” (John 13:34) 

“love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:31) and to “love your enemies” (Matthew 

5:44). This is to see them as image bearers of the God who has loved and had mercy 

on us such that we once came to know Him and received salvation.  

     If Christians of any age bypass this initial step, we will not have the proper humility 

with which to engage our fellow human beings beyond the manmade boundaries of 

culture and creed. We will instead fall back upon attempts to conform others into our 

own limited ideal, quickly becoming discouraged by any potential disdain or initial 

rejection by others.  

     As individual believers we are part of a greater whole whose function, according to 

God’s Word, is to serve as the Body of Christ in the world. We are clearly told in 

                                                 
 



scripture that each member of the body is necessary and of equal value (Romans 12:4, 

1 Corinthians 12:12-27, Ephesians 1:22-23 and 4:25). 

     God’s Word is also clear that we are created to live and function in community. 

When we limit our understanding of community to small congregations of like 

persons, we quickly lose our “head” which is Christ as Lord over us. We default to our 

own desire for belonging and acceptance and it becomes a stumbling block to the 

advance of the kingdom of God. When we perceive the diversity of the world’s people 

as inferior, instead of evidence of the fullness of God’s glory from which we are to 

learn and grow in awe, we see others as a threat to our own identity and culture. 

Consequently, we can end up battling to replicate our version of the church instead of 

God’s. In segregated communities, we begin to believe that we alone represent God’s 

standard, that “truest” image of God, which needs no amendment. This is nothing short 

of idolatry and a perverse form of syncretism that reduces God into a mere piece of a 

religious culture we revere in place of Him. 

     Here we must allow God’s Word to remind us that the Church from its inception 

was intended by Him to be a “diverse people with not much in common except for 

their love for the Lord Jesus Christ”.24  It will free us to know and love God better for 

the glorious God he is, and will prepare us to know and love others better in His name. 

     This unity in love, for Christ and for one another, is what set the church apart from 

the beginning. It is rooted in the humility exemplified by Christ Himself. Our 

reverence for the Savior we proclaim is best evidenced in the humility and love with 

which we serve one another in His name. Our global diversity will then rightly bear 

witness to His majesty, and inspire God-honoring conformity only to the image of His 

son. 
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     With Jesus as our ideal we are called to love and serve in the pattern He set. Christ 

incarnate calls us to love in his recorded words, but also profoundly in the particular 

pattern he established and fully lived in his own earthly life as the Word made flesh. 

He left an example for us to follow, a template for living as His followers, and 

encouragement that His Spirit will be with us. Like Jesus Himself, we are to consider 

as an essential part of our purpose on earth the proclamation of His kingdom, present 

now and as it will one day be in completeness, until the day of our Lord’s return. For 

this reason we rely upon the Holy Spirit, given to each who believes, without whom 

our mortal presence is insufficient to accomplish what God wills to work in us and 

through us in the lives of others.  

     Only through this presence of the power of Christ in us can we begin to live out His 

purpose for us in the world. Believers of every age, gender, and ethnicity are entrusted 

with this mission. Each person, unique in all of time and divinely purposed, must be 

given opportunity to know and live from this wellspring. When we engage sensitively, 

we benefit from an “enhanced global perspective” and especially for youth “the 

formative possibility of the time can be profound for the future” 25 

     Through engaging in the kingdom imperative to reach each person with the good 

news of God’s love for them and the offer of salvation in Christ alone, and within 

relationship with them as those for whom Christ died, we come to know the depth of 

God’s love for all humanity and to love in a way that honors Him and blesses others. It 

is the divine intersection of the kingdom “now” as a spiritual reality experienced by 

those in Christ, and “not yet” until the longed for consummation of all things when the 

kingdoms of this world will become the fulfilled eternal kingdom of God upon the 

return of Christ, the final judgment and the resurrection of the dead; either into the 

                                                 
25 David Livermore, interview by Lisa G. Henderson, May 12, 2011, transcript Appendix pp. 129-131. 



kingdom or barred from it forever. This makes urgent the work of God’s people, as so 

many have yet to hear this invitation is for them. 

      As sacred as our commission is, sadly great harm often occurs when people engage 

in mission through STM but do so for either the wrong reasons or with no equipping. 

For many, young and old, there exists a mindset of mission as exotic adventure, with 

the ultimate aim being the perceived benefits in store for those who go. This is often 

cloaked in spiritual idealizations of, “What God’s going to do for me.” It may feel 

good to think of oneself as hero or benefactor, but neither is a healthy nor Christ-like 

approach to meaningful engagement with others. 

     A biblically informed STM recognizes the true power behind God’s mission in the 

world. Effective God-honoring mission only occurs through the presence and power of 

God’s spirit. (Joel 2:29, Acts 2:7, John 4:23, 14:17, 15:26 and 16:23) Any group that 

does not ground itself in the Spirit, intentionally and sincerely, will be at best 

ineffective and at worst destructive. The human propensity since the fall, to rely upon 

our own abilities and decisions, severs God’s people from the only true transformative 

power. STM, when done well, enriches all involved because it is rooted in the spiritual 

humility that understands sanctification as a lifelong process in every believer. It 

recognizes and welcomes the “revolutionary…the action of the Holy Spirit, who in His 

sovereign freedom both convicts the world and leads the church toward the fullness of 

the truth that it has not yet grasped.”26  

     When we engage in God’s kingdom mission, we join with our spiritual forefathers 

in God’s plan to bring His salvation to the nations, from Adam to Noah to Moses and 

to Abraham; and faithfully to the salvific work of Jesus Christ, and the giving of the 
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Holy Spirit. (Genesis 1:28, 9:1 and 12:1-3, Psalm 67:1-7, Galatians 3:8, Acts 13:32-33, 

47 and 2:1-4) 

     Host communities are vulnerable to harm whenever STM is based on a human 

agenda or led from a stance of superiority which seeks to replicate itself instead of 

engaging them with the respect due them as equal image-bearers of God. The richness 

of scripture gives us the manifestation of and pattern for mission in the words and 

example of Jesus Christ. (Philippians 2:1-11 and Revelation 5:9-10) 

     In Jesus we see the fullness of humanity as it was intended. He fulfills what it is to 

be made in the image of God and shows us how to be more like Himself and thus more 

fully human. Bryan Slater uses the life of Jesus as the original STM pattern for all to 

follow. He proposes that in calling the twelve disciples Jesus “initiated” mission, 

“empowered” His people to accomplish it, “instructed” them to rely on God’s 

provision, “modeled” the faith and trust that were necessary to bear fruit, and then 

trusted them to continue without micro-managing every detail. This all came with 

informed and willing acceptance of the “cost” inherent in selfless service for God.27 

     The true cost for participants in STM is much greater than the obvious financial 

investment and physical risk. Effective engagement in STM comes with the cost of 

selflessness. Those who go are called to do so with a teachable spirit. We are not to 

seek fanfare, praise, or recognition but rather aspire to learn from other cultures, and in 

the case of our fellow Christians within them, allowing the experience and 

relationships we form to expand our own understanding of the reality of the kingdom 

of God as it manifests in the rich diversity of God’s people throughout the nations of 

the earth. To do so is to invite others into more intimate fellowship, and empower them 

to see the value of their own culture through the eyes of another. It opens the door to 
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reciprocal ministry and community, providing a fertile context for the Spirit’s work. It 

also enables us to release ministry to people in their own community without feeling 

the need to prescribe or control how it unfolds. We should believe that our going will 

make a difference, but what that difference becomes is for the Holy Spirit to work and 

reveal in new and existing believers in each community, standing both together and as 

individuals accountable before God. 

     For a practical example of how this plays out in the “field” in STM, the majority of 

American Christians will often find it difficult to suspend our task-oriented 

acculturation in favor of time spent in relationship with others. It is culturally more 

familiar for us to pick up a hammer and build a house, with something to show for our 

time and effort, than it is to spend time in conversations the outcome of which we may 

never know.  

     Service is an important part of STM. The example of Jesus is again helpful. There 

is a wonderful example of service by Jesus, which reveals an intentional posture of 

humility on His part, and reflects His upbringing in the scriptures we know in the Old 

Testament, particularly by the prophet Micah, “He has shown you, O man, what is 

good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to 

walk humbly with your God.” (Micah 6:8) 

     The evening of the Last Supper Jesus knew His time had come. It was then that He 

chose to kneel before each of the disciples, one by one, and wash their feet. (John 

13:1-17) In the religious and social culture of that time; the washing of feet was the 

role of the lowest servant in the house. It was a demeaning but necessary part of 

hospitality to clean the feet of a person upon entry. Every person in that room with 

Jesus knew it, and it led Peter to at first refuse the cleansing. Jesus was insistent and 

Peter relented.  



    There are two verses we might tend to overlook in this story, that speak to the 

fullness and purpose of what Jesus is conveying. The humble act of the foot washing is 

preceded by one of them. At the end of verse 1 we read, “Having loved his own who 

were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of his love.” The full extent of 

His love; this is a mark of deep significance and a call to pat attention. The full extent 

of His love, close as it was to His saving sacrifice for each of us, was to take in life the 

humblest role even as He would in death.  

     From our place in history we see resurrection on the horizon of the coming pages; 

the reward for the price that was paid. But the other message that should not be missed 

within the foot-washing encounter comes after the act of service and points to the 

glory due to God, and the blessing it brings, with a mandate. In verse 15 Jesus says, “I 

have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you.”  

     Despite a humble heart and acts of service, some will contend that real relationship 

with people in host communities is not possible in the context of STM. I will later 

argue otherwise, but now return to scripture and the relational model exemplified for 

us in Jesus Christ. 

 

A Glimpse of Mission as Modeled by Jesus    

     We find templates for building relationship in mission within the New Testament 

accounts of Jesus’ interaction with people.  

      Jesus did more than teach about the kingdom of God for all who receive it. He 

went out of his way to personally exemplify it. He spoke to the multitudes, healed 

many, and travelled throughout the land. But He didn’t concern himself with 

advertising for large audiences. The Spirit led Him and He sought and saved the lost, 

often one by one. Jesus taught the radical parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-

37), and lived an example by intentionally traveling through Samaria Himself, instead 



of crossing the Jordan to avoid it, as was the custom for Jews. In order to have healed 

the ten lepers (Luke 17:11-19), it is implied that He intentionally sought them out, as 

He would have had to choose to travel the border of Samaria and Galilee to find them. 

The direct route North to South was forbidden as a place for the unclean to beg and 

bother travelers. 

      Jesus though often thronged and besought by multitudes, also intentionally sought 

out individuals. When He heard the request on behalf of the blind beggar (Mark 10:46-

52), He left the great crowd traveling along with Him and went to Bartimaeus to heal 

him. He also responded to individuals who sought Him by breaking culturally accepted 

barriers, as in the case of the woman with an issue of blood who broke convention to 

touch His garment in faith she could be healed (Mark 5:25-34) and He noticed the lone 

outsider, judged and rejected by the majority, as in His encounter with Zacchaeus 

(Luke 19:1-10) And in the famous parable of the prodigal son, He challenged cultural 

convention to the extreme by posing a response of grace in place of the punitive 

expectations of His audience (Luke 15:11-32). 

      There is a particularly powerful example of all of the aforementioned stories, 

combined in one interaction. In John 4:1-26 in particular we are given the details of 

Jesus’ encounter with a woman in Samaria. Travelling through instead of around 

Samaria, Jesus interacts with a lone, sinful female living as an outsider and sinner even 

in the eyes of her own Samaritan people. 

     Jesus’ disciples have gone into town to get food, and Jesus stops to rest beside 

Jacob’s well. A Samaritan woman comes to draw water. To be in her presence would 

have made any other Jewish man shudder with uncleanness. But Jesus isn’t repulsed 

and even speaks to her, “Will you give me a drink?” Note that He humbles himself 

culturally and He presents her with His need, providing her the opportunity to respond 

out of her own free will. She is shocked and immediately reminds Him of the cultural 



and religious barriers between them. Jesus replies with the offer of an incredible gift. 

He offers her “living water” which we understand before she does, is eternal life. 

When she challenges this unorthodox exchange and acknowledges His superiority, He 

gently responds with a clearer explanation and invitation. As the conversation 

continues, Jesus, though He knows in detail the greatness of her sin, allows her to 

confess the truth of her circumstances before confronting her with His kingdom 

message. This Samaritan woman has heard that a messiah will one day come with the 

Truth. It is then Jesus reveals His identity to her, which is sufficient to send her 

running back to town to give a public account of her encounter with this remarkable 

man who knew her completely yet offered her forgiveness and eternal life.     

     In this encounter, Jesus modeled how we are to convey the truth of the gospel to 

others. Jesus first engaged the Samaritan woman on a common human level. He was 

thirsty, as all humans know thirst. He humbly placed her in a position of worth by 

presenting a need that she could meet. This opened the door to a conversation that 

wasn’t hurried or one-sided. Truth was presented within the encounter, and the 

response was left to her with no demand for any particular action. What He offered 

was all she could ever have hoped for and everything she needed. She could not 

contain the magnitude of what she experienced and ran to tell others the news, a new 

“missionary” with good news that must be made known.  

      Do we approach others as Jesus did? Or is it more likely that we enter another life 

or culture with self-assured proclamations and preaching that despite our best 

intentions can easily be viewed as superior, exclusive, or condescending? If our Lord 

did otherwise, so certainly should we. For those who prefer a more direct mandate, 

consider Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 2:1-5, 

When I came to you brothers, I did not come with eloquence and superior 
wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God. For I resolved to 
know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified. I 



came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling. My message  and 
my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a 
demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s 
wisdom, but on God’s power. 

     

   When I was in seminary I often heard the phrase “ministry of presence” used to 

express the important ministry of being truly present and available to another person, 

in Jesus’ name, relying upon the presence and power of His Spirit to be present to 

work and to bless.  

     Consider again the model of Jesus and the Samaritan woman. The God of the 

universe sits along a dusty road by a well. In Him dwells all of the mystery and power 

of the Godhead. The long awaited one has come to earth to change its course and will 

return one day to reconcile all things. Yet in those moments, His mission and His time 

on earth so brief and precious, our Lord made Himself completely present and 

available to that one woman. With no hurry or judgment He spoke truth and He 

listened too, though He already knew everything about her. He allowed her the holy 

moment of confession and the experience of recognition and wonder that still comes to 

each of us who meet Him. How else could a woman on the lowest rung of society, 

known as a shameful sinner among even her own people, run back to them all and 

proclaim the name of Jesus with abandon? Her transformation must have startled them, 

so much so that they would have been compelled to listen to the recounting of her 

divine encounter and the reason for the change within her. They then had their own 

choices to make. Many went to see this Jesus for themselves and many then 

believed and said to the woman, “We no longer believe just because of what you said; 

now we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this man really is the Savior of the 

world” (John 4:42) 

          God is God and He is all-powerful. But we are encouraged to remember that we 

who have received Him have been given access to His power. Without God’s 



presence, our presence is insufficient. The Holy Spirit within us is the greatest aid in 

STM, as in all of life, so we must be intentional about grounding our experiences in 

the will and power of God rather than our own ideas and agendas. We are not the 

doorkeepers of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is sovereign and active in the world, and we 

are privileged to participate. This is especially true when we engage others in Jesus’ 

name. It is God’s Word, prayerfully and regularly considered, that keeps the flame of 

our own faith alive and active in the world. It is the Word Incarnate in Jesus Christ that 

provides the model we are to follow as we join in God’s mission. 

…in the New Testament portrayal of mission the central reality is the active 
work of the living Holy Spirit himself. It is the Spirit who brings about 
conversion, the Spirit who equips those who are called with the gifts needed for 
all the varied forms of ministry, and the Spirit who guides the church into all 
the truth. The Spirit is not the property of the church or the missionary who is 
sent.28  

 
     I have heard people say, “We’re just going to go and pray for God to show up and 

bless our efforts.” I cringe at the backward theology behind such statements. It is better 

theology and practice to prayerfully seek to discern where God is calling us to go and 

how best, when there, to represent His love for all. When Christians go where God 

calls, we will find that He and His blessing are already there. 

     Engagement in STM does need to involve people, and trips consist particularly of 

two main groups: those who go as the STM team and those who receive them as their 

hosts. Both groups will inevitably see the world and operate within it from what might 

be called the “context lens” of their distinct culture and experience. Both have 

opportunity for either benefit or harm.  

     Yet it is the STM team who enter as strangers to intentionally impact the host 

community. It is critical for STM teams to assess the benefits and risks for all involved 

as clearly as possible before trip planning and engagement commence. This will 
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inform the team’s preparation, execution, and follow up. If a missionary or church 

presence exists within the host culture, they should be given ample opportunity to 

inform the pre-trip training and agenda, occasions to speak into the team as it engages 

throughout the trip and an invitation to provide honest assessment for post-trip use 

when the team debriefs their experience on site and back at home.  

     Many ask, “Who really benefits from STM? Isn’t it more for the ones who go? 

They get to swoop in and feel good about themselves, see the sights, experience the 

culture then go home satisfied to tell of their noble efforts to aid the poor and lost.”  

These cynical sentiments are understandably common among those concerned by the 

harm they have witnessed by ill-prepared short-term teams in host communities.  

     For a team to visit a community only once can leave a stop and run taste in the 

mouth of members of the host community. Many such groups parade in and out of 

communities all the time and are a common but peripheral phenomenon, a minor 

nuisance at most and rarely of any lasting significance for hosts or team members 

alike. 

     Wutthnow and Offutt note that statistics show the transformative impact of STM is 

often short-lived, with little lasting impact on the mission giving, materialism, or 

ethnocentricity of those who go.29 

      However, more and more scholars, including but not limited to Gunther Krallman, 

Sarah Lanier, David Livermore, and Robert Priest conclude that intentional and 

thorough debriefing during and after trips can significantly alter the long-term impact 

on team members.30 Many teams find it helpful to journal and gather together to share 
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daily throughout the trip. I prefer to provide a guided trip-significant devotional 

journal to my teams. (Appendix, pp.155-170) The journal provides a focus for the day, 

scripture, and questions to reflect on during the day and answer during a quiet time 

before dinner, and then during the time for group sharing at evening devotions. This 

way everyone comes prepared with something to share, and all around the same 

common theme. Sharing individual experiences and perceptions gives everyone a 

fuller picture of what happened during the day. It also helps the team to know how to 

counsel, encourage and pray for one another. 

     Dr. Livermore suggests a simple focus for each day, such as to “focus on the color 

you see most and write it down” for sharing and reflection later. This has been a useful 

tool in my experience as well. We ask ourselves different questions each day and focus 

our observations through our senses, what we hear one day or see another.  

     Reflection and reprocessing a few months after the STM is also helpful for team 

members to continue to retain and apply insights and behaviors learned through their 

experience. “When the immersion experience is connected with the right sorts of 

orientation and coaching, significant change is possible.”31 

     Michael Wittmer proposes that our redemption in Christ comes with an inherent 

responsibility to others, born out of love and joy. This should result in an ability to 

filter our experiences through a “grid of redemption” which gives eternal import to 

even our most “ordinary duties” and experiences as expressions of our identity in 

Christ.32 

     STM teams should rightly give due consideration to the purpose and potential 

impact of team members and their experiences, but teams should give equal or even 

greater consideration to the community members and ministries who host them.  One 
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matter to address from the very start is the process of deciding on the trip destination. 

It is common for STM teams go for a “package deal” or “turn-key” trip opportunity 

provided by an agency or organization. While these may serve as good introductory 

experiences, especially for families with younger children and are easier to execute for 

a smaller church, there are some inherent pitfalls. These trips can foster the tendency 

for team members to enter the STM experience with a vacation mindset. David 

Maclure referred to this as the “spectacle component” which is often a long-term 

hindrance to any genuine benefit by either group.33 

     Many agency marketed trips provide either no training in advance, or require 

training as part of the trip itself which can end up consuming far more time during the 

trip than that spent in actual engagement with the host culture. The few who make an 

annual return through these agencies will most often find themselves on location in a 

different community of people each time they return. 

     Another concern as regards destination is highlighted in the research of David 

Barrett, who divides the world into the least and most evangelized countries:  “To 

break this down numerically, 3.5% of short-term missionaries travel to the least 

evangelized world, with 12.5% of short-termers traveling to the somewhat evangelized 

and fully 84%...going to the…most evangelized.”34 

      It may be a matter of cost, time or education but it seems more STM teams could 

better concentrate their efforts based upon areas of need, where their presence could 

bring much needed help and encouragement to Christians laboring long-term and 

under-resourced. Such a decision requires teams to be in prior contact with potential 

hosts to work together on placing the right team in the right place with the right 
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agenda. Potential STM teams do well to prayerfully consider the question, “Are we the 

right team with the right skills to truly benefit this potential host community?” It will 

require prayer, flexibility and distance conversations but will ultimately provide a 

context where all involved are of the same heart and purpose. 

     I have come to believe another important factor when deciding where to send a 

team must involve a closer look around home. When someone from a host culture 

asks, “You’ve come a long way. Do you also serve this way in your own community?” 

It is my belief that we had better be able to answer, “Yes.” This reflects a commitment 

to the gospel everywhere and helps to circumvent host culture embarrassment at 

feeling singled out for charity. 

     The world has moved in next door, in the next town and in the nearest larger city. It 

is now possible to meet whole communities of people from around the world simply 

by driving fifteen minutes away. Leaders can train and test the vacation mindset of 

potential team members by first engaging them cross-culturally within their local 

context. There are significant opportunities to witness and serve in our own backyards, 

which can grow our hearts toward an understanding of mission that goes far beyond 

thoughts of what God is going to do for “us”. Long-term local investments testify that 

a church is honoring the great commission wherever God has placed them. 

     Many researchers and writers are vocal about the negatives of STM, but I have 

found none willing to conclude STM should be abandoned entirely. There is much at 

stake, but also so much to be gained when people of the world come together in God’s 

Name. A look at some of the benefits of STM provides encouragement. 

 

Relationships and Benefits 

     STM is a more viable option than long-term mission for most people because it 

requires minimal expense, offers manageable time segments for those who must miss 



work to be involved, and gives a greater number of people a chance to experience the 

world in another culture.  Additionally it provides first-hand awareness of needs as 

they exist and holds the potential for transformation within those who go.  

     In short, more people can engage in mission through STM. It is an opportunity to 

practice servant-hood in response to the call of the gospel. What used to exist within 

the television becomes a reality embedded in experience. Many pastors, adults and 

youth alike benefit from discovering their individual giftedness through STM and 

come to know how to purposefully employ what they have learned in service to the 

kingdom wherever they go throughout their lives. 

     Long-term missionaries and host communities also benefit from receiving carefully 

selected STM teams. An informed and well-prepared team will be a source of great 

fellowship and encouragement to existing Christians in a host community. If STM 

teams are intentional and prepared to work within the cultural context of their hosts, 

they can serve as living reminders of God’s love and care for all His children. Those 

team members with specialized skills can put them to use, and pass their skills on to 

the community by training others, even as they respectfully learn and adapt their usual 

methods in consideration of the host culture’s ways and means. There is always value 

when people approach one another as learners with something to learn from one 

another.  

     The reality of our membership in one family as children of God has room to 

flourish when we can separate the truth, embodied in scripture and in the person of 

Jesus Christ, from our culturally indoctrinated faith preferences and practice. This is 

the realm of the true church, existing through time for a single purpose; to fulfill our 

commission to proclaim the arrival of the kingdom of God, and to do so as Jesus did 

with the whole of our lives. God intends that our presence should carry with it the very 

“fragrance” of Christ (2 Corinthians 2:14). 



     This is the reason we exist and the reason we go where He calls us. It is the true 

mark of all who call Him Lord. No culture, community, or congregation has exclusive 

status over another, just as no body of believers exists as only needful with nothing to 

offer the greater community of faith. So strong and interwoven is God’s call among 

His people it can rightly be declared, “a church that is not the church in mission is no 

church at all”35 

     Let me acknowledge here the painful truth that not everyone is right for STM or 

right for every trip. There are legitimate reasons for being selective in forming teams, 

and mature Christians will understand that. Some skills and personalities will fit 

certain needs and cultures better than others. Everyone who becomes part of a team 

should be concerned about God’s purposes in the world, be ready to go as a learner, 

and be willing and able to share the gospel as well as their own faith story.  

     As Paul demonstrated his commitment to train and grow Timothy and other young 

disciples, trip leaders should be qualified and committed to guiding and developing 

their team members. It is a beautiful thing to help others discover their gifts and to 

watch them learn through experience that they can make a difference in the lives of 

others.  

     That first year of the Level 1 Extreme Five team, one of our afternoons was spent in 

Holland, Michigan assisting a summer ministry to children stuck indoors at home 

because parents must work all day. A local church provides a two-hour window each 

day for these kids to come and engage in supervised play and Christian fellowship 

outdoors. My students brought games and activities and came alongside the children in 

play and conversation and presentation of fun performances with a message. It was 

lovely to watch, but I wondered all the while if any real difference could be made 

among those we served for such a brief period.  
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     The next year we returned. My students ran on ahead to set up. I lagged behind with 

arms full of supplies. The sun was shining and the day was beautiful. I heard someone 

say, “You’re back!” I turned and leaning against the church wall were a few of the 

older “cool” boys who stay removed from most of the activity. “Who?  Me?” I asked.  

     The cool boy replied, “Yeah. You came back. Remember last year you came? You 

brought that golf game and did face paint…” He proceeded to list activities as he 

pointed to the spots where each one had occurred.  

     It was one of those sacred moments we are given, rare and precious, when God 

clearly speaks. I knew that I was being called deeper in, to be part of something much 

bigger than I had envisioned. We hadn’t led that boy to the Lord or changed his life. 

But he remembered us. Our presence had made a difference, and our return was 

recognized.    

     The revelation in Holland led me to dig deeper into the relational aspect of STM. 

Ever since, God has been leading us to establish and maintain lasting relationships 

with the people we engage through STM.  It has been our experience that teams are 

more effective when they wrestle with what I will argue is another fundamental (and 

very answerable) question, “How can we maintain long-term encouragement and 

support to this community, and are we willing to make such a commitment?” The 

more I have led and experienced STM the more I’ve become convinced that not only is 

meaningful long-term relationship possible, it is the desired and biblical model we 

should seek to follow.  

     The letters of the Apostle Paul are an invaluable resource for those seeking a 

biblically relevant model for building long-term relationships through successive 

short-term mission trips. In his many letters to the Christian communities he served, 

we see Paul’s genuine love and continuing investment across distance and over time. 

He intentionally nurtured those relationships and in turn established trust. The letters 



also give us a window into Paul’s passion and intentionality in “developing disciples” 

such as Timothy and Barnabas “through short-term missions.”36 

      Young Timothy was brought along on trips with more experienced men. Barnabas 

was held back when his motives weren’t yet mature. Under loving guidance and 

through repeated experience they “developed into mature followers of Christ, ready to 

be used for more significant ministry.”37 Paul’s results are not consigned to early New 

Testament believers. Moreau, cited in Priest and Priest, notes, “Teams that go each 

year to the same field and/or the same church situation are more effective.”38  

     Ongoing relationship with other communities is a vital element of effective 

engagement in mission. Through continuing relationship we can grow in our 

understanding of God and His world, develop helpful cross-cultural ministry skills, 

become humble global Christians and increasingly overcome the barriers of 

ethnocentrism. In extended relationship over time, ten or ten thousand miles away, 

believers of every age and culture grow. Instead of over-generalizing brief experiences 

onto entire people groups, team members can learn to “genuinely love, rather than 

romanticize, the stranger.”39 

     Today’s youth also need and desire mentors who can help them “convert the STM 

experience into transformative understandings and commitments.”40 It is imperative 

that youth have leaders who will guide them in the “What now?” of how insight will 

look as it is lived out back home in their own communities. At BVC we have become 

increasingly intentional about introducing the element of long-term relationship 

commitments into our student program at every level, with meaningful results.  
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     For those of us in Student Mission at BVC, it all started in our own backyard. I 

refer not only to the Level 1 and 1.5 trips that camp in our actual back yard, but also to 

the local relationships that have emerged and continue to exist from our student trips.  

Out of our Grand Rapids Immersion Level 2 trip, students felt called to form a weekly 

Bible study in a city school, which they sustained for years until a new Principal would 

no longer host Christian activities. Many of the children in that community became 

friends with our students through an annual Christian event called “Kids Games” 

which they helped host in a local park. Through those experiences our students met 

many African Muslim refugee children living in a housing project nearby. The love 

and relationship that developed between our students and those children began 

intentional weekly visits year round. Their love and commitment opened doors to the 

adults and families who now trust our students to lead their children in a weekly Bible 

study in the housing project’s gym.  

     These children have also made many visits back to BVC with our students and 

enjoy worship and fellowship back at the campfire. We enjoy the energy and joy 

lighting up our halls, and learning how to use the Muslim Qur’an41 which contains 

teachings about Old and New Testament figures including Jesus in the Ingeel, the book 

containing teachings about Isa (Jesus), as a bridge to teaching the gospel even as we 

learn more about the gospel ourselves. We are clear about the prophet Isa (Jesus) in 

our teachings. We teach plainly that Jesus was indeed the son of God who came in 

fulfillment of Old Testament messianic prophecy to lead us into truth, live a perfect 

life, die on the cross for us in full payment for our sin, was raised to live eternally with 

God as the first of all who will one day be raised imperishable, and that He is the only 

way to the Father. The common monotheistic Abrahamic base of Christianity and 

Islam through Abraham’s sons Isaac (Jews and Christians) and Ishmael (Islam) is a 
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base to start from. The Ingeel (sura 4 (An-Nisa) ayat 157-158) teaches Jesus was a 

prophet who was rescued from the cross by God’s angels and did not die. We teach the 

truth as revealed in the gospel. The children are eager to learn about other aspects of 

Christianity as well, including the trinity, and the end times. Muslim children are 

taught, in the same section of the Quran that Jesus will be judge at the end of days, but 

that all will be judged by the merit of their lives on earth. It is here we are able to agree 

in Jesus as judge, but share the good news of salvation, not by works, but in Him and 

only in Him. 

     As Arab Christians refer to God as “Allah” which is the word for “God” in their 

native language (as “Dios” is in Spanish, “Gott” is in German, etc.), we pray together 

to “Allah” but emphasize He is the God of the Old and New Testament risen Jesus. 

Older Muslim students sometimes express concern that they aren’t allowed to pray to 

Jesus and must be faithful to Islam. We tell them it is good to honor their parents and 

ask if we can pray to God that He will show them His truth. Many Muslim converts to 

Christianity report God led them to Christ through dreams or visions. We pray for God 

to speak to the children in our care in whatever means He will. Many heads now bow 

in prayer together, which otherwise might never have dared turn towards one another. 

Our Level 1.5 Exodus team now focuses its summer trip on engaging these children 

and exposing them to the greater Grand Rapids community. They lead a true ministry 

of Christ’s presence that humbles and inspires many, including me. Their faithfulness 

in relationship and patient respect for elders has paved the way for deeper work over 

time. 

     As I mentioned earlier, our Level 2 team members remain active in urban Grand 

Rapids, and our Level 3 team remember strategizing about how to meet people in the 

unfamiliar world of the Reservation. We now know names, families, houses and have 

been touched by the trust many Winnebago parents show us as we continue to bring 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sura
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several of their youth back to Michigan to do the introductory Level 1 trip co-equally 

with their BVC peers. It is now a tradition, and an important cross-cultural component 

for everyone involved. There is definitely risk involved in entering into one another’s 

culture and life, but it has been through ongoing long-term relationship that we have 

seen the fruit of the effort it takes on both sides. God’s glory is being powerfully 

revealed and His people, of many cultures, are being forever impacted. 

     Ongoing relationships continue to require revisions in our student mission program. 

What were we to do with the Winnebago youth who were ready to move up to a new 

trip level? It isn’t physically possible to transport youth from Nebraska to Michigan for 

every trip. One year we spent a few days within our Level 3 trip to Nebraska to go on 

retreat with our older Winnebago youth at nearby state park. Through these and other 

opportunities, we hope to convey our continuing commitment to pour into them and 

support them in their faith journeys.  

     Those who went on retreat with us that summer were the youth who were the first 

to come back with us to Michigan. That first trip in which we brought Winnebago 

students to Michigan was incredibly challenging. I want to be honest about how 

important it is to welcome others to our home culture, but how very different that 

dynamic is from preparing and going to theirs. As intentionally as we train our own 

students about how to enter another culture, we had no idea how to prepare students 

from another culture to enter ours. It was trial by fire, but it laid the groundwork for 

better training for all involved. 

     The Level 3 West students and I led the experience in order to provide the 

continuity of our presence for the Winnebago kids on the Extreme Five trip. I watched 

my students as leaders stick with it even as they were stretched to their very limits. I 

thought they’d never do it again. I wondered if we could. But they rallied. We 

debriefed the trip with the students back in Winnebago on the following winter trip 



and developed a covenant together for future trips. We again consulted a Native Elder 

friend for helpful insights and tips. The next summer the experience was entirely 

different. When it was time for the trip to end and to bring the Winnebago students 

back home, it was hard to say goodbye. The week had been a very sacred communion 

for us all; leaders, BVC students and Winnebago students. God had honored our faith 

in Him and revealed His glory in so many ways. We are all so glad we didn’t give up 

when the going got tough. 

     Perhaps due to their age and attitude as youth, young people are receptive to 

guidance and correction, open to learning, and remarkably okay with the fact that God 

is, and ever will be, in control. The link between mission and spiritual formation is a 

critical one. During the formative years, well-mentored engagement in mission 

“naturalizes” mission as part of what is to be a follower of Christ, and conquers a lot of 

the self-consciousness and inhibition that often accompany adults who engage in 

mission for the first time later in life. 

     It is important to note that we, as adult leaders and parents, carefully supervise our 

young leaders and their charges, but we take our cues from our students and the 

ministries and people that capture their hearts. We provide the supervision, 

transportation, and mentoring. Our students do the ministry and relationship building, 

and they do it well. Parents and other adults aren’t difficult to recruit because they see 

the value and because the commitment and excitement of our young people is 

contagious. Together we seek to follow the example of Jesus and the pattern of His 

people from the beginning, and to recognize and respond to the different hindrances 

and opportunities that continue to arise as generations pass and God’s story of 

redemption unfolds.  

     The one true constant and steady core remains the Word of God as it proves 

relevant above time and culture, and our students are hungry for it all the more as they 



seek to live it out. They take the mission of God seriously, inclusively and as 

dependent upon the Spirit’s power. They unabashedly marvel at what God does and 

give Him the credit.  The future is bright for STM in this brave new world of global 

connectedness. The sooner we engage our youth the better. We have never had better 

opportunity to grow the next generation up to be articulate, sensitive, kingdom-minded 

Christians. Our youth are hungry to engage with this great God of such diverse 

splendor. They want to get involved and they want to do so now. 

     There is great value in investing in STM training and experience as a fundamental 

component of the Christian education and spiritual development of youth. I watch this 

bright new generation forge ahead without a lot of the second-guessing and hesitation 

many adults experience upon entering STM for the first time later in their lives. Youth 

see the world and its diversity as a wondrous tapestry. As the Bible comes alive for 

them as the true and unfolding story in which they have an irreplaceable part, they 

notice the hand of God at work in and around them, and delight in discovering their 

own individual gifts and ways in which they too can serve His kingdom. To experience 

God’s love for us and to extend that love into the lives of others heightens the 

anticipation for the final fulfillment of the kingdom of God. 

     We have often been reminded of what we are all longing for and what will one day 

be, when we attend the Winnebago Powwow. At the beginning of Powwow all of the 

dancers come down the ramp in all of their regalia into the arena prayer circle in what 

is called the Grand Entry. It is breathtaking to watch this colorful and joyous entry, 

flowing in like a glittering river. It is a reminder and a foretaste of that last Grand 

Entry to come, when all the ransomed church of God, from every tongue, tribe and 

nation will enter the gates of God’s holy city and together praise him forever. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

RICH DIVERSITY AND SACRED UNITY 

“Cultures are to be instruments through which Christ reveals Himself to the nations. 
All peoples are intended by God to find their value in the Kingdom.”42  

 

The Student Experience 

     In the summer of 2010, I decided to try to find out from my students how they 

experienced their trips in the BVCSMP. What was happening from their perspective? 

What were the trips and level system teaching them? Would research support that 

emerging theories were truly grounded and not merely my own interpretation of 

people and events? I needed to hear from those involved; to attempt to see and 

understand what was happening through the experiences and feedback of those 

involved in various aspects of the program and its participants from all sides.  

                                                 
42 Richard Twiss, One Church Many Tribes. (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 2000), 77. 



     Using grounded theory methodology, which collects and analyzes qualitative data, I 

set out to see if my intuitive understanding of what was happening in the BVCSMP 

could be verified in a more concrete and transferrable format. I was influenced in my 

effort by the work of theorists Kathy Charmaz and A.L. Strauss to take an intentional 

look at my students in active engagement and through their personally recorded guided 

reflections.43 

     In 2010 I sent students out on their summer mission trip with a journal. (Appendix, 

pp. 131-134) The journals were empty except for instructions to record their 

observations on the left pages marked “O” and their reflections on these observations 

on the right pages marked “R”. Leaders made it possible for students to carry their 

journals at all times and to have opportunity around meal times to reflect and write. 

The journals were anonymous, recording only the trip of reference and the 

participant’s age and gender. After the trips, all students also completed an anonymous 

questionnaire about the BVCSMP from their own perspective. The results reflect the 

passion and insights of those to whom we are passing the keys. (Appendix, p.135) 

     Consistent with grounded theory methodology, I used the data I collected to distil 

the significant elements that emerged from the students at the different trip levels. The 

completed trip journals progress from tidbits by the eleven year olds to near novels 

from the upperclassmen. Students are clearly able to articulate their thoughts and 

experiences. Grouped by trip, the student journals show emerging themes relevant to 

students’ age and level of experience. These themes illuminate which aspects of the 

trip experience students perceive as most significant. I saw in their own words how 

each trip truly builds upon previous ones to grow and empower them. I was reminded 

of Paul’s use of the plural “you” in 1 Corinthians 3:17b, “God’s temple is sacred, and 

you are that temple.” 
                                                 
43 Kathy Charmaz, Constructing Grounded Theory.  (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publishing, 2012). 



     The Level 1 Extreme Five Campout is an introduction to what it’s like to live in 

awareness and service as the people of God. Students experience a week of living 

intentionally in Christian community. They are exposed to the needs that exist locally, 

and engage in service with the local ministries that exist to meet those needs. The 

dominant themes revealed in their journal entries and questionnaire responses are those 

of personal challenge and bonding with teammates in community.  

     “The rock climbing challenge was when we started coming together as a team. 

When we struggled, the rest of our team on the ground was cheering and guiding us 

on.” (Female age 12) 

     “Being with and getting to know all these people was one of the hardest things I’ve 

ever done.” (Male age 12) 

     The students are honest about their challenges, and by weeks end, report progress in 

their relationships and personal challenges. Michigan students move from anxiety 

about getting to know their Winnebago teammates, to sadness at having to part from 

them at the end of the week. Winnebago students progress from nightly homesick calls 

to the reservation, to not asking to call home at all by the final days of the trip.  There 

are also entries that hint of growing spiritual awareness in connection with exposure to 

city life and ministry.  

     “We went to parts of Grand Rapids and visited some ministries. I saw what God 

can do.” (Male age 13)     

     I also witnessed significant moments of cross-cultural exchange between the 

Michigan and Winnebago students. I will address this area in depth in a future section, 

but will note one briefly here.  

     While serving as teammates across cultures, students had opportunities to learn 

from each other’s cultural perspectives. Michigan students learned to value the Native 

American worldview, which emphasizes community above the individual. When 



confronted with the issues of homelessness and abortion, one Winnebago student was 

particularly overwhelmed. He pointed out that if there is anyone homeless on the 

reservation, they will be taken in by various families and provided for. Abortion was 

quite an eye opener too. In the interconnected web of reservation community, all 

babies are welcomed and cared for by extended family. This young man spent a long 

while in prayer at the ministry adjacent to an abortion clinic, which provides counsel, 

encouragement, and resources to pregnant teens in crisis. When we debriefed that 

night around the fire, BVC students responded that there was a lot to learn about what 

we take for granted in our own culture once we see it through the eyes of another. We 

all felt convicted about how our dominant white culture perceives and addresses 

homelessness and abortion, and how we tend to take for granted that it is an accepted 

universal perspective. 

     In the post-trip questionnaire, one Michigan student noted, “I learned that 

everybody’s different.” (Male age 13) 

     All of the Level 1 students responded enthusiastically that they intended to serve in 

future short-term student trip experiences. Many noted they hoped to reunite with their 

Winnebago friends the next summer. 

     There is a significant transition of prevailing themes in the journals from the Level 

1.5 Exodus Campout. This experience emphasizes deeper spiritual formation and 

Christian service. Each Level 1.5 team member is paired with a younger “buddy” from 

a Grand Rapids housing project for immigrant refugees. Most of the residents are 

Muslim families from Somalia, with a few from other cultures. 

     The most common entries by the Exodus students relate a deepening awareness of 

God’s glory, especially as it is revealed in creation.    

     “There are scary places in the woods, and more peaceful places. This could 

represent good and evil in the world.” (Female age 13) 



     “The trees stand like a great hall in honor of the Lord.” (Male age 14) 

     “God is everywhere, and it makes me as scared as it does happy.” (Male age 14)        

     Many of the students made similar spiritual connections with events on the trip. In 

reference to observing one of the children, a thirteen-year-old male student wrote, “A 

little girl sits on a swing; the whole world is against her. Where else can she run? What 

better leader than God?” 

     When a leader’s car was broken into and music tapes were stolen, many of the 

students perceived it as a spiritual attack. They interpreted it as Satan acting against 

them, but chose to pray for a spirit of forgiveness, and ultimately celebrated that no 

other damage was done, and that the thief had gotten himself a nice collection of 

Christian music. 

     At this level, students report great comfort in their growing ability to trust God in 

all circumstances, live in His peace, and prayerfully seek to discern His leading. As 

one succinctly put it, “It’s not about us, it’s about Him.” (Male age 13) 

     There are many entries recording challenges and skill development as part of 

leading their younger buddies throughout the week. I had to smile as I read, “I feel like 

a parent.” (Male age 13) 

     Some entries are more forthcoming, “I love my kid but, to tell the truth, it gets 

really boring watching her for so long.” (Female age 13) 

    The students remain committed to their responsibilities throughout the week and 

record progress. “Our buddies were really happy. It made me feel good that we were 

making them happy.” (Female age 13) 

     Students learned that, through service to others, “When you put aside time for the 

kids they warm up to you.” (Female age 14)  

     The cross-cultural interaction was also a powerful factor for the team members. 

One particular incident proved very instructive. “My buddy and many other kids were 



scared of a dog that went by. Either their religion teaches that dogs are dirty animals or 

they have all had a bad experience with one. We got them away from it right away.” 

(Male age 14) 

     The student’s first instinct was correct. Muslims do consider dogs as dirty and not 

to be touched. The students sensed their panic and removed the younger children from 

the situation, gaining their trust. The dog incident helped highlight an issue of 

education we would need to address in future pre-trip training. Also, as this encounter 

shows, many lessons are learned most powerfully through experience. Other research 

has confirmed the value of placing youth in positions of responsibility. “I think that’s 

one of the things about assuming responsibility at a very young age and doing it 

successfully. You learn that almost everything can be scary, but if you kind of have a 

sense of who you are and what the situation is, you can deal with it.”44 

     The Level 1.5 students are far more thorough than their Level 1 counterparts in 

answering the post-trip questionnaire. Many report a personal learning curve regarding 

how they best relate to God. For some it is in solitude, for others while walking, 

worshipping, etc. Many report they now feel better able to discern His leading. 

Students also report greater clarity regarding God’s call in their lives as a whole, and a 

richer awareness of their own personal skills in response to challenges. 

     “My role right now is just building others up and helping them with their faith.” 

 (Male age 14) 

     “I feel like I am able to speak and live God better now.” (Female age13) 

     All of the students expressed a desire to continue serving God in the community 

they engaged on the trip. They have since followed through on their intent by joining 

older BVC youth in the weekly Sunday program they provide in that community. 

                                                 
44 Parks, et al, Common Fire: Lives of Commitment in a Complex World, 40. 
  



When reporting their biggest ongoing challenge, the Level 1.5 students are unanimous 

that it is sharing the gospel with their peers at school and a fear of being judged. 

     The themes of God’s glory and spiritual growth continue in the journals of the 

Level 2 Grand Rapids Immersion students. A recent addition to the trip is a long 

wilderness weekend preceding the immersion in the city. Students hike a mile and a 

half to the Lake Michigan shore where they experience spiritual retreat and guidance 

as an isolated community. There are no bathrooms or other plumbing. Students survive 

on the food, water, and small two person tents they carry in with them. Students then 

enter their week in the busy city with hearts prepared and team relationships in place. 

Accommodations in the city house they occupy are stark in comparison to home, but 

after the wilderness experience, many journal entries note gratitude for the luxuries of 

plumbing, beds and “civilization.”  The level of awareness beyond self takes a big leap 

forward at this level. The threads of God’s involvement in daily life and fellowship 

within Christian community are weaving together.  “I can recognize who’s praying just 

by their voice now. It reminded me how unique and beautiful God made each of us, 

and how glorifying that is to Him.” (Female age 15)    

     Students begin to refer to teammates as family. They are becoming increasingly 

aware of one another’s unique gifts and personalities. They also write about instances 

of personal conviction, interpersonal confession, and forgiveness for human chafing 

and conflict that occur on the long tiresome days. 

     Reviewing the journals, I am aware of the significance of peers in the development 

of adolescents, especially as they function within a societal worldview that operates 

with a bias of self-interest. This too has been confirmed by others, “Spiritual 

friendships offer young people a repertoire of practices that invite vulnerability 

patterned after the self-giving passion of Christ rather than the self-destructive 



passions of consumerism. Above all, spiritual friendships incarnate the nature of God’s 

intimacy with us, allowing teenagers to perceive Christ in every human relationship.”45 

     Reading through the student journals, I was able to isolate what, from my 

perspective as program leader, needed to be fine-tuned for improvement of the Level 2 

experience. The trip, though cross-cultural in terms of generational and socioeconomic 

factors within the city, needed more opportunities for intentional engagement with 

other people groups in order to better equip students for the cross-cultural leap of the 

Level 3 experience. Level 2 students also needed more opportunities to develop their 

skills in leadership and evangelism. 

     In the Level 2 post-trip questionnaire, students report learning about their identity 

in Christ, and convey excitement about beginning to discover His purposes for them. 

They express a strong sense of being “called”, but are honest that they have not yet 

clearly discerned what their individual callings may be. There is openness to learning 

in their responses. One student replied simply, “As of now, God is calling me to bring 

beauty into people’s lives by loving them outrageously.” (Female age 16) 

     Students report the value of the mission program in giving them confidence, 

knowledge and a stronger relationship with God. They also note the abiding value of 

relationships with “godly peers” as they return to their wider peer communities, 

confirming “Christian practices heighten the tension between youth and their culture, 

and mark them as people who belong to a community ‘set apart.’”46 

     The greatest challenge the Level 2 group reports is staying strong in their faith and 

discerning God’s will for their lives in the future. There is an undercurrent of anxiety 

about who will have more influence in their secular peer relationships; themselves as 

believers or their friends in allegiance to the “world.”  All Level 2 team members 

                                                 
45 Dean, Practicing Passion: Youth and the Quest for a Passionate Church, 231. 
46 Ibid., 36. 



intended to continue in the mission program, and most remain actively engaged in 

ministry in the city of Grand Rapids.  

     The Level 3 West trip experience takes high school upperclassmen to the 

Winnebago Indian Reservation in Winnebago, Nebraska. (The Level 3 East trip was 

not yet active at the time this research was conducted). The experience is offered twice 

a year, in February and July, in order to maintain established relationships with 

members of the Winnebago community. Many Level 3 students also serve as student 

leaders on the Level 1 Extreme Five Campout, providing stability of relationship for 

the Winnebago students who attend and developing relationship with their younger 

BVC charges. 

     It is within the Level 3 trip experience that the building blocks of earlier trip levels 

become a discernable structure. The responsibility of true leadership, under the safety 

of adult guidance, empowers students to come more fully into their own. A key 

element becomes their ability to discern and receive value from their host culture, 

moving beyond a sense of themselves as givers and doers of ministry to coequal 

members of a greater kingdom. They come “to know that finally the good of the other 

cannot be divorced from one’s own good because we all participate in the single 

interdependent commons of life.47  

     The Level 3 journal entries are insightful and articulate. The predominant theme at 

this level has become cross-cultural connectedness, followed closely by development 

of leadership skills and spiritual reflection.  Students report being in Winnebago as 

“comfortable” a “safe haven” and “a second home” where “I just feel all the pressures 

and stress of keeping up with American culture and media just slip away.” (Female age 

17) 

                                                 
47 Parks, et al, Common Fire: Lives of Commitment in a Complex World, 78. 



     Though no students on any trip experience are allowed electronics, cameras or 

contact with the “outside” world, on the Level 3 trip it has become accepted as a 

blessing. Students experience and embrace the very different pace of life in 

Winnebago culture. Even in the midst of very high demand workloads, students report 

stress levels far lower than those at home.   

     I am impressed by the very fluid way students at this level interpret and connect the 

threads of their experience. Their entries are relational and discerning, placing high 

value on their exchanges with others. “The children are very bright. M asked me, 

‘Why do people hate each other?’ It’s such a simple question, but when you really 

think about it, it’s a hard question to answer. I really can see Christ working in her, 

even at such a young age.” (Female age 17) 

     Reflecting on a time at the end of the week set aside for leaders to gift their students 

with a Bible, one of many related entries read, “I loved giving out Bibles today. It was 

a very sweet, intimate moment with each of my girls. Their faces lit up. I loved that 

they get their very own, to know that God is their very own. They can each have their 

own relationship with Him, and grow in their faith.” (Female age 17) 

     Cross-cultural connectedness is maturing at this Level. Students carefully process 

their interactions with the children in their charge. There is an increased ability to step 

outside of their experiences to reflect and learn. “The kids are just as rowdy as any 

kids around the world which is a great cultural similarity and a good way to cross 

cultural boundaries.” (Female age 16) 

     “The girls desire attention and to feel beautiful, and the guys want to feel strong and 

be in action. Normally we miss that. Great to be able to pause and soak it all in.” 

(Female age 16) 

     “It seems like every time I come it’s easier to pick up the relationships we left.”  

(Male age 16) 



      The team was invited to attend a moccasin making class at the reservation Senior 

Center. The students, who have gained from past offers to engage culturally on the 

reservation, attended with curious excitement. One student was particularly eloquent in 

connecting the threads of her own home culture and education, with God’s work in her 

life through relationships in Winnebago: 

I was a little hesitant about going to the moccasin class…but as always God 
had a purpose for it. We were able to sit down and talk with the women about 
their lives and experiences. Completely out of my comfort zone, but once I 
stepped out it became the best part of my day. I loved to hear all about their 
culture and what life in this town used to be like. This place alone is so 
different from Michigan. I prefer it here actually. The rolling hills are so 
peaceful to me. But the way they live and their history is so unlike Michigan 
too. Z and M were two older women who told us about old relocation history, 
which I learned about in AP US History. I think part of the reason I had that 
class was to understand these people and what their  generations have been 
through. I felt a connection tonight. (Female age 17) 

      

     Walking around Winnebago as “white” people gives students a taste of a 

minority experience. It seems to help build awareness in their interactions with 

locals. The Winnebago have been warm and gracious to us, confirming a similar 

reputation they’ve carried throughout their history as a people. There come 

reminders, however, of the walls that still exist. “The kids really love attention 

from us as their leaders. The parents are more hesitant about white people, but 

most seem fine with us.” (Female age 16)  

     Leadership skills were also ground for reflection. Students expected challenges 

yet felt confident in meeting them with little or no help from adult leaders.  “Had a 

girl who desperately needed a hug today. Hoping to talk more with her tomorrow. 

Mend what I can. Give more hugs.” (Female age 17) 

     “God gave me patience when handling the problems today, thankfully, but I did 

have to be stern.”  (Female age 16) 



     “I feel like this trip definitely challenged my skills with kids…by the end of the 

week I had the patience to discipline them and the joy to play with them.”  

(Female age 16) 

     “It’s hard for me to discipline the kids when they get wild. I know discipline is 

an act of love, but it doesn’t feel loving.” (Male age 17) 

     The Level 3 post-trip questionnaire responses reaffirm the journal entries. 

Students express ability to trust in their own unique skills and responses to 

situations. They confirm an ongoing sense of God’s call in their lives, and 

refinement of that call through their mission trip experiences. Students report the 

BVCSMP has given them strength of faith and courage to live it out. 

     “I need to treat every day, as I walk out of my room, like I’m walking into a 

mission field. I’m not near as devoted as Jesus calls us to be. It needs to be my way 

of life.” (Male age 17) 

     The Level 3 students remain committed to their relationships with one another, 

friends in Winnebago, and the younger students in their own faith community. 

Recently, through phone calls, texting and Facebook, the kids in Winnebago have 

found a new way to maintain relationships with their Level 3 leaders.  

Interestingly, the unanimous challenge Level 3 students said they wrestle with 

most is remaining true to God against the pull of the world and its influence. It 

seems to help that they are active as a group throughout the year at home by 

investing in leadership of their younger BVC peers. Most Level 3 students elect to 

serve on the Student Leaders and Mentors team (SLAM), remaining active in 

organizing and executing ministry opportunities in the church and greater 

community. Each member of the SLAM team is also paired throughout the year 

with a younger BVC student, typically nervous sixth graders or others who seem 



overwhelmed by the transition, which they mentor and guide to become an active 

part of Student Ministries.  

     In an attempt to more thoroughly understand the student mission program’s 

impact on participants, I also surveyed young adult graduates of the program, past 

program leaders, and attempted to survey students who did not continue on through 

the levels. (Appendix, p. 135) I also attempted an online survey of students who 

never chose to participate in a mission trip experience. Perhaps tellingly, non-

participants were also non-responders. The few I was able to speak with in person 

cited scheduling commitments, shyness, and concerns about fitting in. This 

information has been helpful in subsequent trip promotion and recruiting. 

     Graduates of the program had definite opinions about it. For one young man age 

20, the program was instrumental in helping him to understand himself as a leader. 

In response to God’s call he is pursuing a degree in youth ministry and anticipates 

lifelong involvement in God’s mission. His dream for the BVCSMP is that, “No 

matter whom the youth pastor is they will continue the program so youth may 

grow a passion for God, His mission and the poor.” 

    A 20-year-old female reported she has been called to become a biblical 

counselor. She says the program gave her confidence to work with children and 

youth as a camp counselor; she found skills she had believed she would never 

possess. She remains active in local ministry on her college campus and in a 

campus church. She desires the program should continue so that students can gain, 

“a solid understanding of who Jesus was and is as a servant and example of 

ministry.” 

     One 26-year-old male graduate is serving full time as a missionary among the 

poor in Sierra Leone. He is concerned that there should be more young people who 

commit their lives to Christ and His Great Commission. He is encouraged to see 



what God is doing in the United States through the students of BVC, and when 

able to be home on break in the summer he serves as a trip leader.  Another female 

graduate, age 23, encourages continuation of the levels system, remarking that it 

had been what she needed to gain courage. She is currently majoring in worship 

ministry, and has come to understand her call as one of providing financial and 

prayer support to those who serve globally. She remains active in ministry in her 

own community. 

     A 21-year-old graduate is currently a nursing student. She is about to embark on 

a two-month medical mission experience in Zambia. She will employ her gifts in 

local medical facilities and villages. She, too, appreciated the levels as “stepping 

stones, so that students aren’t suddenly in a completely foreign place without 

experience.” She supports the value of long-term relationships as a context for 

short-term trips. She cites the BVC program as an important part of her formation 

and her ongoing commitment to the mission of God. 

     Other former students have served in Haiti, Chile, India, and the Philippines. 

Others are majoring in various types of Christian ministry in college. Still others 

regularly engage in short-term mission experiences as adults. BVC students apply 

to YWAM and other mission schools, and we average one student every two years 

who choose to further their call but doing their graduate work in a Christian 

seminary.  

     Some respondents assert the importance of intentionality in team building, to 

eliminate the formation of student cliques and to assure unity. They also emphasize 

the importance of pre-trip training and education for sensitive and respectful 

service in mission. One adult leader of past student trip experiences shared her 

opinion in this way, “I believe trips provide valuable lessons in personally 

experiencing the difficulties other cultures have… seeing similarities in humanity, 



loving, laughing, working with conflict resolution at difficult times and going 

beyond comfort zones.” 

     At the writing of this paper, four more BVC students have gone into global 

mission education and two more have completed their bachelor’s degrees in Cross-

Cultural Studies and have begun their first year in seminary. Four other students 

have enrolled in the Perspectives on the World Christian Movement curriculum. 

(Appendix, p. 137) 

     I shared my findings with a sample group of BVC parents. They were pleased 

but not surprised. They have witnessed the results in their children’s lives and a 

positive overflow into their homes and secular relationships. Parents are grateful 

for ongoing student involvement in local communities, and show it through their 

ongoing support in assistance and supervision.  A clear, consistent program breeds 

an atmosphere of trust. This in turn inspires parents to lend crucial support so that 

ministry is sustained. On our trip experiences, it is volunteer parents who serve as 

drivers, cooks, fundraising organizers and even trip leaders. Parents enjoy being 

part of the program and encourage participation of the students. Through their 

committed efforts, the voice of the Psalmist echoes true, “But you, O Lord, sit 

enthroned forever; Your renown endures through all generations” (Psalm 102:12). 

     A comprehensive study of American adolescent spirituality affirms over and 

over again the significance of parents and other adults to the spiritual and faith 

formation of adolescents. Researchers report “that parents, pastors, ministers, 

religious educators, and congregational leaders concerned with youth largely need 

to better engage and challenge the youth already at their disposal, to work better to 

help make faith a more active and important part of their lives.”48  
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     For its part, the level system helps define the agenda for each trip as well as the 

training that will be required beforehand. It helps assure appropriate and 

productive engagement by leaders and students. Students might wish they could 

skip the training and application process, but in time most come to see its value.  

Successful preparation leads to God-honoring relationships, which grow in 

momentum and depth over time. Cross-culturally, the building blocks of 

successive experiences become “crystallized moments of memory in a larger 

pattern of engagement with otherness…which over time create a way of being in 

the world which is continually open to rediscovering that ‘we’ and ‘they’ share 

common bonds.”49  

     One final element worth noting happens after each trip experience. Team 

debriefing time is an intentional process during which leaders help students process 

what they have experienced. This time together is a cumulative debrief but, during 

trips, students also end their days in debrief time. One Level 3 student wrote, “It 

was really great to have debriefing time. I would never know what experiences 

others are having. It’s also inspiring to find I have my own experiences to share.” 

     Because we plan and lead our own trip experiences as members of the same 

faith community, spontaneous processing and debriefing can continue throughout 

the year. New questions and revelations arise over time, and trusted adults are on 

hand to respond and help students to process them.  Upon completion of that 

summer’s trips, eight students requested baptism. This is a common post trip 

experience. In each of their testimonies, the student short-term trips are cited as a 

decisive factor. One in particular, given by a 16-year-old female, seemed to 

encompass both the challenges and possibilities of the current American 

adolescent. It also highlights what the church has, both to offer and to gain: 
                                                 
49 Parks, et al, Common Fire: Lives of Commitment in a Complex World, 71. 



Growing up, I was constantly passed around between churches and youth 
groups by my parents. I went from Baptist to Methodist to Lutheran, and no 
matter how many churches I went to, nothing ever fit. Nothing ever felt right. 
And I doubted. I couldn’t fathom a God so great who died for my sin. Frankly, 
I didn’t even know what sin was, let alone why someone would need to die for 
it. I asked Jesus into my heart at a very young age because that’s what my 
matronly small group leader told me to do at whatever church I was in at the 
time. It wasn’t until I came to Bella Vista four years ago that I truly met Jesus. 
I was welcomed into the youth program. God truly surrounded me, as He is 
still, with loving friends who have and will always encourage me in my faith. 
Taking my first steps in faith, I ventured out on the Grand Rapids Immersion 
trip, where God trained me to fight for His name, as well as what it means to be 
a young woman following Him. I accepted His way, and have since been 
taking larger and larger steps in faith, including taking part in the praise team 
and going on the Winnebago Nebraska trip this past July. He is to this day 
casting out doubts, fears and temptations and continually surrounding me with 
people who are going to build me up. I choose to be baptized today as a public 
declaration of my choice to follow Him, no matter where He may lead, to make 
disciples of all nations, to ultimately trust in the work of His hands all the days 
of my life. I am choosing Him because He chose me. 

   

     As I lead and experience the workings of the BVCSMP, I learn as much as my 

students. I have gained a profound respect for the depth, passion and ability of my 

adolescent charges. I have a sense both of peace and excitement as I look ahead to 

what the next generation will accomplish in the name of Christ.  

 

The Host Culture Experience 

     Christianity itself began cross-culturally; Jew and gentile, male and female, slave 

and free throughout entire regions and empires. And it spread “because early 

Christians believed that what they had found to be true was true for the whole 

world.”50 This is the God-given template for all generations. Each must re-envision it 

in light of the possibilities inherent in its own time. In a world that is “vandalized by 

ethnic hatreds”51 it is Christ’s people who are called upon to embody the true life 

offered by a dark, brown-eyed, first century Jew from the Greco-Roman-Arab world. 
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       General cross-cultural training, such as that outlined by Sarah Lanier in her book, 

“Foreign to Familiar” is required for all BVCSMP trips.52 Lanier’s book, in particular, 

is an excellent primer in cross-cultural sensitivity. Lanier outlines the general but 

critical differences of the world’s cultures in terms of such constructs as: Relationship 

versus Task Orientation, Direct versus Indirect Communication, Individualism versus 

Group Identity, Inclusion versus Privacy, and very different concepts of hospitality, 

time, and planning. 

     Short-term mission teams will experience these differences first hand. Though 

people live in the same country, they may be people of different cultural “climates.” In 

general, White North Americans are “Cold Climate” people; we want to know the task, 

perform it efficiently, honor the clock by being prompt and stand on our own as 

individuals. Native Americans, for example, are primarily “Hot Climate” people; they 

want to honor relationships even if they interfere with a task or cause them to be late, 

and for a community member to stand out from the group is discouraged as a sign of 

disrespect. 

     Lanier encourages readers to embrace that, “With a little understanding, much 

conflict can be avoided between people of diverse cultural backgrounds.”53 Our 

experiences, though small drops in a big pond to be sure, have proven her out. There is 

immense value in seeking to understand cultural differences before entering someone 

else’s home community. How many well-intentioned Christians have been shut down 

before even getting started in a community because their hosts perceived them as rude 

or judgmental from the start?  Connecting with existing ministries and local Christians 

is an invaluable entry point to a new culture. They are best positioned to prepare and 
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guide short-term teams. They are the bridges into the host community who know best 

what is helpful and what is not. 

     When we began our relationship with the Winnebago community we sought the 

counsel of a church elder who is both Native American and Caucasian. She teaches 

Native American studies at a local college, and has continued to be an invaluable 

resource over the years. An elderly white missionary who came to Winnebago as a 

very young woman and never left has also blessed us. The tribe has adopted her as a 

grandmother, and they all now take turns caring for her as one of their own. Though 

our mission styles would reveal a generational difference on paper, she is a wellspring 

of information and encouragement. 

     As mentioned earlier, some early middle school students we work with in 

Winnebago now travel back to Michigan once a summer with the Bella Vista team, to 

train and participate as team members on the Level 1 Extreme Five Campout. The 

“reverse culture shock” they experienced was a new challenge to us. We had not 

known how to prepare the Winnebago youth for immersion into our culture. We turned 

to our Winnebago elder again for debriefing when we returned for our winter trip, and 

have since been able to transition them more sensitively thanks to her guidance and 

reassurance. 

     Due to the high volume of students in our program, we are currently developing 

another Level 3 trip option. Our church supports two missionary families in Newark, 

New Jersey who run a Christian school and two churches which minister to the urban, 

largely Hispanic population in their section of the city. Many of our students have 

chosen Spanish language studies in school and will be able to communicate with the 

community children. The added benefit of this trip will be the opportunity to 

personally support and develop the relationship with our missionary families. We will 



also be able to rely on their ability to help us as they serve as a bridge that understands 

both cultures.  

   Anecdotal evidence and personal reports of team members tell part of the story. But 

what is the word from communities who host short-term mission trips?  In general, 

reports are mixed. There has been a lot of damage done, and many teams still go ill 

prepared and insensitive to their host culture. I shuddered when I read the report of an 

American pastor regarding mission who said, “The same plan Jesus used two thousand 

years ago is the same plan we must use today. That’s the beauty of our training 

philosophy. It works everywhere. Don’t tell me it doesn’t work in your context. You 

have to make it work. Jesus said so.”54  

     The vacation mindset has also yet to be purged from short-term mission. Many 

Christians still base their decisions of what trip to attend based on accommodations 

and convenience and rarely, if ever, return to the same host site. Thankfully however, 

there are bold and invaluable voices coming to the fore. Clarion among them is the 

voice of Lakota/Sioux author and evangelist Dr. Richard Twiss who writes,  

God the Father coming to earth in the form of a human being is the greatest 
example of contextualized ministry that ever was. Jesus, who is God, became 
immersed in the historical, social, religious, linguistic, and cultural contexts of 
the Hebrew people. He became one of us “two-leggeds” in order to 
communicate cross-culturally to us the truths of the Kingdom of Heaven.55 

 
     It is essential to hear from Christians of other cultures as we form kingdom 

relationships. Not only is God glorified, but all can also end up with a broader view of 

the magnitude of His greatness. And our focus rightly moves beyond our own agendas, 

toward those of God. “Our relationships and friendships in Christ Jesus, which are to 

be built on trust and mutual respect for one another, are the building blocks of healing 
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in the world.”56 Like the early Christian community, the cultures of the world unified 

in Christ will beckon and attract others to ask us “the reason for the hope we possess” 

(1 Peter 3:15). This is especially true when cultures with histories of past conflict come 

together under the Lordship of Christ. 

     As a Native American who speaks up on behalf of aboriginal people groups, Twiss 

is keenly aware of the need for reconciliation early in the process between cultures that 

share a negative history. In Winnebago, we have been careful to acknowledge the 

reality of the genocide of the Native American people at the hands of white people and 

governments. We also understand why many Native Americans have said, “We love 

Jesus, but not the church.” Too often in the past it has been the well-intended but euro-

centric organized church, that has brought harm to indigenous people groups.  In 

Winnebago, “church” is still constructed and conducted according to mostly white 

cultural norms. There is division among the native people themselves as to what it 

should look like; about how much of the native culture should be part of Christian 

expression. It is a multi-layered puzzle, one my students and I have been called to 

consider many times.  

     Twiss’ work has again been a valuable resource. His writings on Critical 

Contextualization and Syncretism are helpful guides for anyone navigating across 

cultures. The following definition has helped us many times: 

Syncretism…is the blending together of incompatible unbiblical religious 
beliefs with Biblical Christian faith so the result is not Biblical Christianity. 
Critical Contextualization is the effective communication of the Gospel with 
faithfulness to the integrity and testimony of Scripture in a new cultural 
situation.57 

 
     Twiss advocates the appropriate redemption of cultural practices, newly dedicated 

to the honor of God. He also warns that “Any Christian who honestly believes their 
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theology and doctrine is completely free of its own cultural bias is likely misinformed 

and naïve!”58 

     In short, God created all people and cultures, and all are called to redemption for 

His honor and glory. Syncretism un-biblically says, “Jesus is great. He can be another 

one of our Gods. We’ll light incense and play our music to him too.” Contextualization 

says, “Jesus is the only way of salvation. We will now play our drums and dance only 

for Him and for His glory.”59      

     To enter another culture with Christ-like love and respect involves an informed and 

sensitive approach. Humility and a willingness to learn, and especially to be culturally 

challenged and even convicted, are necessary for establishing genuine relationships 

that can bridge the differences established over centuries. 

     As we make the effort to engage in this way we consistently find that what was at 

first an intentional effort yielding cultural generalizations, becomes an increasingly 

natural and intuitive way of absorbing the deeper nuances of another culture. At first 

entry into a new culture it is human nature to over generalize and fall back on 

stereotypes. It is also a common comfort to focus so intently on cultural similarities 

that we miss the differences that can grow us. No team can establish in a week the 

depth of genuine relationship it takes years to build. But early effort at doing so sets 

the tone for both the guest and host culture experience. 

      On our first trip to Winnebago, I intentionally crafted a Barbie doll type Hispanic 

Jesus figure into a more Native American featured Jesus doll, and added traditional 

Native American appliqué work to the hem of his robe. Before I brought him out at 

teaching time, I asked the children, sitting amidst their white guest leaders, what they 

thought Jesus had looked like. The response was the Anglo-European version they’ve 
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so often seen of a blonde and blue-eyed savior. I said, “No. His skin and hair and eyes 

were more like yours. He was a tribal boy from the tribe of Judah. We don’t really 

look as much like he did as you do.” Their eyes widened with surprise and delight. 

They were fascinated. They love that doll to this day. The beauty of it is, of course, 

that I spoke truth not opinion.   

      It’s not enough for any outsider to trust their own perception of the host culture’s 

experience of their presence in the host community. It’s important to seek to 

understand the view from the host perspective. To try to see ourselves more as they see 

us. But how can we come to know the truths about how we are being perceived by 

people of another culture? It isn’t easy and, again, it takes time. 

     On our July 2011 and February 2012 trips to Winnebago, I attempted to interview 

the children we work with and distributed an anonymous questionnaire to the adults. 

(Appendix, pp. 136-138)  As I expected, the children had only brief responses that 

conveyed, in general, that we were friendlier and spent more time with them than other 

visiting teams. The adult questionnaire (Appendix, pp.139-140) yielded a return of 

only four out of twenty five questionnaires. Not surprising from a cultural standpoint, 

but disappointing. The ones I did receive were overwhelmingly positive, which felt 

nice, but can also be attributed to the cultural norm of warmth and hospitality among 

the Winnebago people. It is culturally customary for them to convey a gracious, 

complimentary manner with visitors. The detailed comments were encouraging 

however, mentioning the consistency of our commitment, positive relationships, and 

interest in their culture. It seems our efforts have separated us from what they have 

come to expect from many visiting teams. Still, I had to find a way to learn more. 

     Most of the truly valuable insights gained over our times in Winnebago are 

anecdotal. Just one more affirmation of how important it is to go as listening, 

observant learners! The following are some “in the moment” exchanges that I think 



demonstrate what is possible in long-term relationship with the same community. I 

have captioned them by “lesson learned”. 

 

Trust grows out of experience: 

Six-year-old M took my hand one day and said, “Some other group was here and when 

W (her-eight-year-old brother) cut his foot they told him to walk home ‘cause it wasn’t 

their responsibility. You wouldn’t have done that would you? You would have carried 

him home to my mom and helped him get better.” 

 

Modeling cultural respect: 

Twelve-year-old A and I are close. In the van on the way to Michigan for the first time 

she asked, “If something happened to my parents, would you adopt me?” I surprised 

her by saying “No.” “But why?” she asked. I replied, “Because I cannot give you your 

culture. It’s important for you to know it and pass it on to your own children.”  

 

Honoring cultural authority figures: 

Twelve-year-old K reported, “My Cho-ka (grandfather/elder) said, ‘Why do you want 

to go to Michigan with those white people? They just want to take you to fun places 

and get you to join their church.’ But I told him you aren’t like that.” She was 

obviously upset with him. I told her that he had said those things because he loves her 

and it’s his job to protect her, and that she should honor and respect him. She was 

relieved that I wasn’t upset. 

 

Making the most of cultural opportunities: 

     On one visit, our team was invited to the Winnebago Senior Center to learn how to 

make traditional Ho-Chunk moccasins. Whenever we are presented with an 



opportunity, everyone on the team is expected to go. It is rare that anyone doesn’t want 

too.  The elderly women at the Senior Center were touched by the genuine interest my 

students showed. They began to share the stories of their lives. They spoke of their 

times in the white boarding schools, and their loneliness. They remembered family 

members that were lost in the relocation marches, and how difficult it had been for 

them as a people during the Great Depression. It was an incredible afternoon. My 

students still speak of how it brought to life and gave faces and names to what had 

before been only a chapter in their school history books. 

 

Unspoken truth is spoken: 

     N is a special young man. He is a strong, tall boy and capable of having a big 

influence on others. He is proud of his family’s place on the tribal council, but like 

most people rarely speaks much about any negatives within his culture. I have read 

many reports about the despair and hopelessness that accounts for disproportionately 

high incidences of drug use, pregnancy, and suicide on Native American reservations. 

We have witnessed it ourselves among many of the older teens in Winnebago, but it is 

not generally spoken of. One evening I was taking N and another boy T home. T was 

misbehaving and I said, “What would your parents say if you acted like this at home? 

You only hurt yourself and your future by being disrespectful.”  

     “They don’t care anymore what I do.” was T’s reply. Then N said it, plain and 

clear. “Lisa, you don’t understand. It’s the reservation. No one leaves. It’s just the way 

it is and it’s never going to change.”  

     It had taken three years, but someone finally articulated this issue at the heart of 

Native American reservation youth. I was shocked that he was both so aware and so 

casual about it. As our team debriefed that evening, it helped us to consider the impact 

of growing up with such a bleak view of the future. N is now an upperclassman. He 



continues to be a close friend who even refers to me as his “Michigan Mother.” His 

future is bright and he is a positive role model for the younger children in Winnebago. 

We don’t take credit for that, but hope our love and support have made it easier for 

him in some small way. We hope our friendship and time spent in our culture will help 

him and other teens we are close with if they choose to make the difficult leap of 

attending college off the reservation in the “white” world. This continues to be a major 

hurdle for the Native young people we know who have tried to take the step from 

tribal college into mainstream colleges off the reservation, only to be overwhelmed by 

the foreignness of the people and cultural expectations they encounter when away 

from home. 

 

Seeing through the other’s eyes: 

     We were in Winnebago one summer, and another mission team was in town up at 

the Roman Catholic mission church. I had been embarrassed and annoyed all week by 

their loud and obtrusive behavior in the community. One of my students and I had just 

walked a little girl home when we witnessed a large van full of their team members 

pull up in front of a house across the street. The native homeowner was in the yard. 

They ran up to him and said, “Remember us? We painted your living room. Can we 

come inside and get a team picture with you standing in front of what we did?” He, of 

course, obliged. I was mortified, but then pleased when my student said, “That was 

horrible. I can’t believe anyone would do that. Don’t they think about how the people 

here feel?” She was seeing the incident through the eyes of the local culture!  

     That Sunday, we enjoyed a dinner with members of our host church. While eating, 

another student and I overheard two elderly Winnebago women talking about the 

offensive team. “We won’t be having them back again. We can send them over to X” 

(another reservation tribe with whom the Winnebago are at odds).   



     Of course, entering into relationships with other people is not all sunshine and 

roses. Real relationship involves truly caring for others. This brings the risk of pain. 

When you come to care for someone, you share in their concerns and burdens. You 

grieve with them and for them. “When one part suffers, the other parts suffer with it.” 

(1 Corinthians 12:26) This is very different from saying goodbye and knowing it will 

likely be in heaven if you are to see them again. 

As we understand the people God has made in cultures all over the world, 
we’re drawn to worship him. As we persevere through the challenges that come 
with interacting cross-culturally, we demonstrate a love that reflects God’s 
glory. As we behave in ways that set others at ease and respect their 
differences, we give people glimpses of Jesus…Love for people and love for 
God has to drive our short-term mission work.60  

      
     I have listened to the concerns and worries my students have for the children in 

Winnebago. One incident in particular revealed the changes taking place within our 

host culture in regard to us, and illustrated the family of God can come together across 

cultures here on earth.  S is a handsome boy with striking native features. On his first 

trip to Michigan, at age twelve, he acted out far more than the others. At sixteen, he 

still struggles with decision-making. His stepfather R, a white man and the only true 

father he has known, was his dearest friend and champion. He spent hours with S 

fixing up dirt bikes and taking him to participate in practice runs and competitions. 

They were very close. We have known the family for years, and we loved R dearly. 

His wife called me one March to tell me R had passed away unexpectedly of a brain 

aneurism. We were deeply saddened. S had experienced it all from seizure to life-

support to withdrawal of support and death. 

     That summer I stopped by to visit and inquire about S. His mom and uncles 

informed me that he had lost all interest in life. He could be found either sitting is R’s 

chair or in his truck, and he didn’t go outside otherwise. Their biggest concern was that 
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he had locked the dirt bikes in the shed, never opened it and said he would never ride 

them again with anyone. It had been five months. 

      I brought some students over the next day, careful to have explained the situation 

to my male high school students who had supported S in the past by attending his dirt 

bike practices. At first S wouldn’t come outside where we were playing with his 

siblings. I saw him watching from the window now and then and I eventually went in 

to say that the guys were asking about his bikes. Quite a bit later, I watched him come 

slowly outside with keys in his hands. He came in and out like that a couple of times. 

My students took it from there. The guys greeted him with smiles and their usual 

banter. After a while, S walked over and opened the shed. When he was ready he 

started to bring the dirt bikes out. The guys gathered around and figured out what 

needed to be done. They got the bikes tuned and revving. Soon S was riding full speed 

around the property and smiling brightly. His Aunt came up to me with tears in her 

eyes and said “This is good. This is really good.” Our emotions were processed later 

when we debriefed the day together as a team. The earlier times invested in S around 

his passion for dirt bikes and in many hours of life together had built a history that had 

literally opened a door for him in a difficult time. We know he is still struggling, but 

he always comes around when we’re in town and will return to Michigan again soon. 

     I don’t mean to exaggerate the impact a team can have on another community by 

visiting only twice a year. The other forty-nine weeks will be far more influential. 

There are many in the Winnebago community of 700+ who do not know or interact 

with us. But the small differences I see occurring among my students and our loved 

ones in Winnebago shouldn’t be undervalued. They are like flickers of light in the 

darkness by which we are able to see and draw near to one another.  I do not seek to 

mislead. We have made mistakes. Some we have caught, and others, doubtlessly 

missed. We will certainly make more. It’s all part of the growing curve. But we now 



know firsthand that God can use and redeem our efforts to grow people as we come 

together in His Name. 

     I remember a particular crucible one recent summer. Our rule is that the Winnebago 

students have to be the same age as their Michigan counterparts (ages 12 and 13) in 

order to return with us and do the Level 1 trip. A communication mishap highlighting 

the differences between our cultures and styles of communication arose. One boy, M, 

was sure he had been told that he could go and had been looking forward to it. He was 

not the right age yet. I am in good relationship with his mother and siblings, but his 

father was upset when he perceived we had broken our word to his son. I knew I 

should not haggle over the details. I needed to maintain the relationship. The choices 

before me seemed poor. I could break the rules to keep the peace and let M come, 

which would upset other children his age and require us to rent another vehicle, or I 

could be fair to all and stick to the rules, which might fracture an important 

relationship. 

     I prayed a lot. I shared it all with my team and asked them to pray. I asked advice 

from M’s mom. She said the clan elder, her mother-in-law, should be consulted. As 

daughter-in-law she was to submit to her decision, or there would be relationship 

fallout within her family that would make her life miserable. I knew what I had to do, 

but I was filled with anxiety. This family is part of the Native American Church in 

Winnebago, and I truly care for them and value the significance of our relationship.  

     I asked my team to cover me in prayer as I set out the next day to speak with M’s 

paternal grandmother. I knocked on her door and asked to speak with her. She came 

out and sat with me as I explained what had happened. I told her I had come as one 

Christian to another to ask forgiveness. I explained my options and told her I would 

abide by her decision as an elder. When she finally spoke she said she understood and 



it was nobody’s fault. She said she would say M should wait until the next year. The 

conflict was resolved. It was truly God’s gracious Spirit at work to save the day. 

      In the context of relationships that have a shared history across culture there is 

room for mistakes, as well as forgiveness and reconciliation. Respect can be gained by 

being humble and correctable. And there is often even laughter at cultural 

idiosyncrasies. When A’s mother hears me try to speak a phrase in Ho-Chunk she still 

cracks up. When we dance at Powwow, there is laughter all around. It matters that we 

try.  It has also been significant for my students to live as a white minority. We are the 

ones whose features stand out. We carry with us the history associated with our 

culture, including the negatives whether we deserve them or not. And we do feel eyes 

upon us as we move amidst the communities and cultures we engage.  

     One of the older Muslim youth from the housing project in Grand Rapids asked me 

point blank one time, “Lisa, can I ask you a question? And I’m not being racist, but 

why don’t you ever bring any black people with you when you come?” I just told it 

like it was, “We don’t have many black people in our community so there aren’t many 

black people in our church.” Since then, I’m glad to say that is slowly changing. But it 

was good to be reminded how we appear to others’ eyes. 

     We were walking toward the Winnebago church door one afternoon just as a group 

of Winnebago natives whom we did not know was leaving a birthday party there. We 

were laughing a lot because I had just wiped out in the middle of the street while trying 

to do a ridiculous dance move. As the group of young adults from the party passed us, 

one of the young women yelled defensively, “What’s so funny?!” A few beats later it 

dawned on me that she had assumed we were laughing at them. I turned and called out 

an explanation as they kept walking away. We had gotten a little too comfortable, and 

were abruptly reminded of our “otherness” and of the cultural and historical 

implications of our white presence.  



     Bringing Winnebago youth to our culture has brought another cross-cultural 

component to our program. It has taught us a lot about what we have become 

culturally accustomed to as “normal”. It has helped us to see our own culture through 

their eyes and to grow in appreciation and respect for the Winnebago cultural ways.  

All people groups have a “strong tendency to over generalize our unique incidents and 

encounters cross-culturally in an attempt to find common ground.”61  

     On this dream-world quality of many unprepared and poorly coached short-term 

mission teams, Terrence D. Linhart writes, 

When students essentialize and generalize the observed gestures of others to 
hold significant meaning, they reduce their knowledge of the ‘Other’ to that 
particular encounter. Without spending significant time with the person, 
visiting his or her home, or even possessing rudimentary knowledge about the 
person’s history, students make quick assessments of their hosts’ lives and 
values.62 

 
     Our initial idyllic impressions of Winnebago culture, which were typical first 

encounter generalizations, have given way over time to moments of deeper 

discernment. And by bringing Winnebago youth back to “our home” we have seen our 

own culture and context through their eyes and been convicted.  

     As part of the Level 1 mission experience in Michigan, we went into the city with 

our young white and native campers to learn about urban ministries and to help out. 

The Winnebago kids were glued to the windows. They kept asking, “Is that a homeless 

person?” “Is he homeless?” Our resulting conversation about why they were so 

fascinated garnered this reply; “We don’t have homeless people on the reservation. No 

one would ever go homeless. Someone would always take them into their home.” 

     When asked about their favorite part of the mission trip, native and white students 

all answered that leading Bingo and fellowship at the homeless shelter had been their 
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top favorite. This on a trip that had also included tubing, rock wall climbing and a day 

at an amusement park!  

     As I mentioned earlier, I noticed that one of the Winnebago boys was deeply 

moved as we prayed one day near an abortion clinic. We had been very general in our 

comments out of sensitivity to our students’ ages. This boy had prayed longer than 

anyone else. He asked me, “Do people really kill their own babies in there before 

they’re born?” I told him yes, sadly, they did. “We would never do that at home. 

Everybody takes care of babies. They would always have a home and someone to 

bring them up.”  

     Again, these experiences and revelations would not be possible on a one-time visit 

to someone else’s culture. The relationship between us permitted them a safe place to 

speak from their own cultural perspective, and it proved formative for both cultures in 

ways that merely reading about them never could. We were reawakened to the depth of 

our own cultural sin, which we so easily come to accept as the “norm.”  

    

Contemporary Voices 

   The process of careful mission training, and commitment to long-term relationships, 

is still far from the norm in the world of short-term mission. Two men who are leaders 

in the field have confirmed this. I had the opportunity for a brief conversation in 

person with Dr. Richard Twiss. After thanking him for how helpful his work has been, 

I explained our Student Mission Program to him. He was pleasantly affirming. I asked 

him if he knew of any other similar programs. He said he knew of none. He thought it 

particularly significant that we bring the Winnebago youth into our culture.   



     A more formal interview I conducted with author and educator Dr. David 

Livermore yielded a similar response.63 As regards the experience of my students as 

those who “go”, he was encouraging and supportive of the benefits. “When done well, 

they stand to gain an enhanced global perspective through first hand opportunities. If 

they are helped to see the trip not as an end-all in itself but as a next step in the 

journey, the formative possibility of the time can be profound for the future.”  

     Dr. Livermore also believes in the value of long-term relationships. Like Dr. Twiss, 

he was unaware of any student programs similar to ours. He, too, was very 

encouraging about our commitment to bringing the Winnebago youth back to 

Michigan “to your home” to join their non-native counterparts as co-equal in mission. 

     There are many sad reports, from studies of host culture perceptions of short-term 

mission, regarding the harmful assumptions and actions of people who enter as guests 

into their communities. It is critical to hear their voices as we look to the future. The 

natural tendency of any person or group visiting cross-culturally will always be to 

experience it through their own cultural lens. To do otherwise requires effort. It is 

absolutely critical for those who cross cultures in the name of Jesus to make the effort. 

As ambassadors, sent to another community, it is our responsibility to represent the 

one who commissioned us. We are called to follow in the pattern Jesus left us. The old 

axiom is true, “actions speak louder than words.” 

     On the local level, even more opportunities exist for Christians to build 

relationships with people of other cultures right in their own communities. Local cross-

cultural experience is invaluable towards growing in grace and advancing the 

kingdom. This is where mission should always begin and most regularly remain. 

God’s people are needed everywhere, and can be cross-culturally challenged and 

matured as members of the one true church known by God throughout the earth, no 
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matter where we live.  “Don’t go running overseas to do something you aren’t already 

doing in your own neighborhood.”64  

     We exist to proclaim the kingdom of God called to live as one family united in 

Christ. We do this best in the full example of our lives. It’s the difference between a 

telephone call and a personal visit, between a letter and a hug.  Far and near, national 

and international, the biggest remaining cultural gap is that between Christians and the 

non-believing world. That should remain the primary focus of Christian mission. What 

does the world see when it looks at us as God’s people? What is the difference that 

beckons others? How do we bear witness with our lives and in our relationships that 

the kingdom of heaven is among us?  

     When the people of God permit our differences within the church to divide us we 

are like a broken vessel, squandering what has been entrusted to us to pour forth. We 

lose sight of our intended unity in the Holy Spirit, and begin to ignore or even work 

against one another. Our call, God’s kingdom purpose, becomes lost in bias and 

preference. God created our diversity to display His glory. We dishonor Him and 

impede the kingdom when we do not live and learn in grace as one family, one body.  

     When we arrived in Winnebago for the first time we encountered three cultures: 

Our own, Winnebago/Ho-Chunk Native American, and the Christian church. The 

Native American Christians of Winnebago Reformed Church received us first as 

brothers and sisters in Christ. They made us welcome, answered questions and guided 

us through our first visit. We felt like fellow Christians first and “White” second. Their 

love for God and for their people gave them the immediate ability to perceive us as 

those ultimately on the same team, who had come to join with them in fellowship and 

service. Our short-term mission teams try to build relationships first with Christian 
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nationals, and take our cues from those who love and labor long in their own 

community. When a guest team disrespects or overrides their Christian hosts they miss 

a key opportunity and worse risk wounding the body. 

     In God’s eyes there are really two “cultures” that matter; the culture of those who 

know and love Him and the culture of those who do not. Classically put: the church 

and the world. This same church is multicultural within itself, but one in purpose and 

proclamation. On this all of my sources agree. 

Jesus Christ…is not the property of the church but the Lord of the church and 
of all people and who is glorified as the living Holy Spirit takes all that the 
Father has given to humankind – all people of every creed and culture – and 
declares it to the church as that which belongs to Christ as Lord. In this 
encounter the church is changed, the world is changed, and Christ s glorified.65  

 
     To illustrate that this has been the mandate from the church’s very beginnings, 

Newbigin references the pivotal event of Pentecost over against its earlier counterpart 

the tower of Babel. At Pentecost, “People of every nation are able to hear in their own 

tongues the mighty works of God. The gathering of all the nations to be the people of 

the Lord and of his Messiah has begun.”66  

      It is imperative always to emphasize that the mission of the church is not one of 

replication but of multiplication. 

  The faithful church critiques its cultural environment, 
particularly the dominant culture; affirms those aspects of culture that do not 
contradict the gospel; speaks the languages of the surrounding cultures and of 
the gospel; constantly tries to communicate the gospel in the surrounding 
cultures; and is cultivating and forming the culture of God’s new community, a 
culture not of the world. To do so is part of being apostolic, sent into the 
world.67 

 
     People of every earthly culture are called into God’s kingdom service. This 
is not a human invention, it is God’s design. It is not a white perspective, it is a 
biblical one. And whatever color or culture, it is Christians who are called to 
lead the way. Cultures are to be instruments through which Christ reveals 
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Himself to the Nations. All peoples are intended by God to find their value in 
the Kingdom. Our value as people is determined by God’s sovereign will and 
design. As created beings, we have a Creator; and though marred by sin, our 
cultures still carry some markings of the divine and holy nature of our Creator. 
As Christians we do not represent only one culture in terms of ethnicity or 
nations of origin. The things we have in common as followers of the Jesus Way 
are supra-cultural.68 

 
     Be encouraged. The revolution begun by the life, death and resurrection of a Jewish 

Nazarene rebel named Jesus is, in and through us by His Spirit’s power, an ongoing 

one. People everywhere continue to come alive to this as they encounter Him as the 

living and loving Lord. This happens in spite of our human failures and warped 

agendas. God honors our efforts, and proves Himself all the more living and active in 

the redemptive ways He uses them. To those who recognize His voice it is a call, a 

commissioning, as irresistible as His grace. 

Despite the countless failures of God’s people, God’s reign continues to be 
extended all over the world. The church of Jesus Christ is growing faster than 
ever before. When we’re part of the people of God, we’re part of a worldwide 
revolution that can never be stopped. We don’t do short-term missions because 
we’re shamed into it or because we’re looking for something to do over spring 
break. Its part of joining God in the worldwide revolution he’s unfolding in 
places everywhere.69 

 
     This implies that we are to engage other people as God did through His Son. Jesus 

treated others with kindness and love. He listened to people. He cared for their 

physical needs, but he ministered to their souls. He ate with sinners, traveled with 

women, touched lepers, loved Samaritans, and challenged the self-assured religious 

mainstreamers in their seats of power, even as He humbled Himself. 

     It is still the irresistible one, Jesus, who identifies Himself with the outcast and 

downtrodden of the world. And they still recognize Him as the one worthy of their 

love and devotion. All those who answer Jesus’ call must acknowledge that His prayer 
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remains, “May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent 

me and have loved them even as you have loved me” (John 17: 230). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

TARGET AUDIENCE FEEDBACK: PRACTICAL MATTERS 

It’s a dangerous business, Frodo, going out your door. You step onto the road, and if 
you don’t keep your feet, there’s no knowing where you might be swept off to.70 
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     I shared what I have learned through the Bella Vista Student Mission Program with 

a representative target audience of thirty mission and youth leaders. In November of 

2013, the head of our BVC Mission Council invited a group of West Michigan mission 

pastors to hold their monthly meeting at BVC and encouraged them to bring their 

youth leaders. In this way I was able to present the BVCSMP structure, my research 

findings and their implications to a target audience of thirty. I presented to this group 

for forty minutes, held a twenty-minute question and answer period, which was 

recorded for further reflection, and solicited anonymous feedback through a written 

questionnaire to encourage honest feedback. (Appendix, pp.141-145) 

     I wanted to know what was helpful and what was unclear. I asked them what might 

be applicable in their own settings, and what resources and challenges they might 

expect to encounter. I hoped to get a glimpse from outside the program of what they 

found valuable and challenging were they to begin to consider what an “in house” 

mission program might look like in their own faith communities as a part of their 

students’ spiritual formation. 

     The overall response was positive and enthusiastic. The depth of community among 

our students is something youth leaders long for and their questions were mostly very 

practical ones as they worked toward a basic understanding of “how” they might 

similarly engage their youth in mission. Some were from smaller communities of 

modest resources while others were from congregations with much larger student 

bodies than BVC.  

     Most of the target audience was especially interested in the levels system. The 

youth leaders knew all too well what vast differences exist through the adolescent 

years between a seventh, a ninth and a twelfth grader. They were keen to understand 

how to begin a levels system, and were interested in the yearlong supportive pieces of 



Wednesday night curricula and Sunday teaching as those are already in place in the 

rhythm of most congregations.   

     The most frequent practical questions and answers were:   

Q. How does one cast the vision strategically throughout the year? 

A. Begin with a conversation with the senior pastor and then staff. Include them by 

sharing the goal and advantages of engaging youth in local STM, and invite them to 

vision cast with you.  

Q. How do we get parents involved?  

A. Include them from the very beginning. Their excitement and support are crucial, 

and it will grow as they interact with the students and trips. Parents are potential 

leaders, and needed in fundraising, transportation, meals and many other areas of trips. 

Their involvement in the trips will reveal the value in the approach, as will the growth 

they see in their youth. 

Q. How do you attain congregational buy-in and support?  

A. STM done “in house” builds community, matures and equips the next generation, 

and gives the entire faith community a way to be active in the spiritual formation of 

the youth. 

Q. How can we get students out of apathy and excited about engaging? 

A. Start with a few students who are seen by other adults and youth as leaders. Talk 

with them as influencers and value their input. They will generate interest among their 

peers. 

Q. How would we start? 

A. Start small. Perhaps with one initial trip experience, or two divided by middle and 

high school ages. Find a home base, either at your church or a local facility, and do a 

pilot trip incorporating the elements of worship, prayer, teaching, community building 

and service in local mission ministries. 



     Other common questions about the program were more specific:  

Q. Could you explain the mandatory mission training as you do it and who teaches it?  

A. Our training is done as a day of intergenerational training for all church members 

who will be part of any STM team sent out by our church in a given year. Pastoral staff 

and other staff and congregation members, and sometimes special outside guests, do 

the teaching. We do it a bit differently every year, but always cover the topics of 

biblical theology of mission, mission history, cross-cultural training, evangelism and 

personal testimony, and prayer. 

Q. How much does it cost and who pays for it? How do students raise the money? 

A. The students and their families pay for it. Trips cost far less than a week at a 

traditional Christian camp. Ours average $200-$300. Students are encouraged to do 

what they can on their own through odd jobs, babysitting, etc. and to participate in 

fundraisers organized through the church such as bake sales, home service projects, 

pop can drives, etc. Parents play a key role in sharing the load of organizing and 

promoting fundraising opportunities. Students learn firsthand that the church does not 

“pay” missionaries to do what they do. They must raise their own support. In this same 

vein, students send out letters requesting support, in which they explain the trip and 

what their team will be doing.  

Q. How do you connect with local ministries? 

A. Start with the ministries your churches already support, and get the next generation 

involved in those places. Call local and nearby urban ministries and ask how youth can 

be of service. I have never had a mission or ministry say no. The first trips will give 

you an idea of the ones that were a good fit, i.e., served the host well and stretched and 

equipped the youth who served. And always have an end-of-day debrief to get a read 

on the students’ experiences and perceptions. 

 



     Their questions were more encouraging to me than their initial words of 

affirmation. The many good and detail-oriented questions affirmed for me that the 

interest of my target audience, as those in positions to impact their own youth and 

communities, came out of genuine appreciation of the value in what I was sharing. As 

we interacted and I reflected, I could see some emerging themes that I will address 

later in Chapter Five. In this chapter, I will consider the common practical questions in 

order to bring clarity to those who understandably find, as one target audience member 

did, that “It sounds like a lot of work!” 

     The “DNA” of every congregation is unique. And the student body of any given 

church has its own culture. I wouldn’t expect anyone to replicate precisely what we do 

at BVC. As I convey what we have learned I am inviting others to dream about what 

intentionally mentored student engagement in mission might look like as they educate, 

equip and engage their youth with the gospel of Jesus Christ and His Great 

Commission to all believers.  

     It actually is a lot of work, but it’s made light by many hands and hasn’t yet driven 

anyone to absolute despair. Like any mission endeavor it starts slow and builds at the 

pace of those involved. A good start is to find those few adults who see the potential. 

The youth and mission leaders will be important to hear from. Parents are another 

group to tap; it is essential we gather them together to pray and dream. The youth 

leader will know of any older students possessing interest or gifts in leadership. 

Involve them from the beginning to give them some ownership, as they will have their 

own spheres of influence among their peers. As teams return and report, other students 

will gain interest. Consider inviting upperclassmen to explore their leadership gifts as 

part of a student leadership team. Meet with them regularly helping them to explore 

their personal gifts and strengths. They can pour into trips as assistant leaders, help 

throughout the year in special events learning the importance of service in their own 



congregation, and even mentor younger students who need a little extra attention and 

encouragement throughout the year.  

     Adult trip leaders will benefit from opportunities to better understand themselves as 

leaders. Two tests that are very helpful are the Spiritual Gifts Inventory, available from 

many sites online, and the Emotionally Intelligent Leadership Inventory.71  

     Knowing one’s spiritual gifts is helpful toward understanding what one brings to 

the team. The Leadership Inventory is the most helpful I have found for understanding 

oneself as a leader, both in strengths and weaknesses to watch out for. Both tests are 

helpful tools in balancing out a team’s leadership, as it is best to have at least two 

adults on each trip as full-time leaders 

     The adventure into “in-house” led mission may all begin with one trip experience, 

which involves a pilot group. If there is a lot of interest, it is enough to begin by 

offering two options, one for middle school and one for high school. Momentum will 

build out of those experiences at the pace of those involved. A youth group of two 

hundred may seem overwhelming, but a group of ten to twenty students can get the 

ball rolling. It’s also an intergenerational opportunity for praying and vision casting 

together. Buy-in from students will begin there and be contagious to parents and other 

students. 

     If an STM experience is planned, involve parents in the fundraising, meal 

preparation, transportation, etc. Costs are low on “in house” trips because meals are 

simple and supplies can be purchased in bulk. Travel is limited and most drivers 

donate their gas though reimbursement is offered and isn’t costly. BVC Level 1 and 

1.5 trips cost an average $200 per student with some left to spare, the Level 2 and 3 

trips are closer to $300 due to travel.  
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     Parent helpers get a taste of the trip experience for themselves. The congregation 

should be kept aware of the initial efforts as well. Ask for the team to be 

commissioned through prayer in the Sunday service the Sunday before they depart. 

Give people opportunity to commit to praying for the team as prayer partners and to 

receive regular updates and prayer requests from the team in the field. If a fundraiser is 

held at church it will build awareness and connect congregants with the faces of those 

going while give them an opportunity to show support. Ministry staff might be asked 

to do some of the pre-trip training. People more readily contribute from their areas of 

strength and passion.  

     Offering annual mission training church-wide accomplishes two key things: It 

connects those of different generations who share the same passion, and it brings the 

richness of different generational perspectives to the whole. At BVC we have found 

training in five areas to be significant:  

 1. The biblical foundation for mission in Christ and in the early church 

 2.  The history of mission ever since and up to the present72 

 3.  Cross-cultural training for sensitive engagement as image-bearers and going  
                 as learners 
 
 4.  Evangelism based in knowledge of scripture and the practice of developing  
                 and sharing one’s own personal testimony 
 
 5.   Prayer as essential to effective engagement in mission 

    At first, teams can look for local mission education opportunities instead and learn 

from them if it is easier.  When initially connecting with local ministries, start with 

ministries your church already supports or engages with. The foundation is there. Call 

or meet with a representative to learn what to expect, how to best be of service and 

what times and dates during your trip they would prefer. Calling ministries that will be 
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new to your church takes a little more nerve, but you will invariably find they are 

encouraging and supportive. A ministry with no needs or interest will be hard to find, 

and youth in particular are welcomed for the energy and uninhibited spirit they bring. 

If it seems wise, have a leader personally visit the ministry site and report back. Pray 

with leaders and team members. What is already on their hearts? What are their gifts 

and passions? A group of basketball players can minster through a game of three on 

three with city kids, musicians can lead worship at host sites, and artists can teach and 

encourage children through crafts.  

     As you decide what portion of the trip will be set aside for service, be sure one of 

the ministries you choose is your own church body. What needs to be done at the home 

church that will be a blessing? Start your week there and get to know your team 

members’ strengths and limits. Our Level 1 students have weeded flowerbeds, 

installed benches and painted sheds. Let your congregation know you’re investing at 

home. Keep in mind the ages and abilities of your team, and use every service 

opportunity as a learning experience. Talk about every part of the day each evening as 

you debrief it together.      

     The personal and spiritual growth of team members is an important constant 

component. Begin and end the day in prayer and worship together. Discuss in the 

morning what you will be experiencing and what everyone needs to know in advance. 

Get into the Word and what it speaks to the day ahead. Teach students religious 

practices such as journaling, quiet time, ways of engaging scripture, etc. and make 

time for them in each day. Help them to understand each part of their day as sacred, set 

apart for God, creating a safe atmosphere for exploration. Fun and fellowship are 

sacred too as the team builds community. The younger the team the more time they 

will need for rest and refreshment. Team-building games are a good way to start the 



week, and fun activities each day, in addition to worship and shared experiences, build 

community among the group. 

     My target audience members wondered, “How do we keep and speak into the 

mission momentum year round?” Curriculum choices and Sunday teaching can equip 

and reinforce the mission-oriented worldview of students. The love story of scripture is 

the story of the mission of God. It is also His abiding invitation to enter the story and 

invite others in. In combination with mentored hands-on experiences, natural 

connections are made and reinforced. We have seen this and other indicators in our 

students. They choose to continue relationships in communities first engaged on short-

term trips. Local trips continue to make this a possibility year round. Students take the 

lead and parents happily follow, providing transportation and supervision, grateful to 

see their children pouring into others as they continue to grow. They also make 

intentional choices to be in community with one another and to engage other 

populations within the home church. 

     My favorite question from someone on the written survey was, “What have you 

learned from your mistakes?” We’ve learned a lot, but the biggest lesson is that 

mistakes are going to happen and God will redeem them! His guiding hand is on even 

the miss-steps. Many times mistakes have given host communities the chance to 

minister to us. We have been able to be the humble receivers of grace from others. 

That’s real relationship at its best.  

     I accidentally burned a big hole through the sanctuary carpet of our host church in 

Winnebago with candles being used for team worship. I was up all night sick about 

what it might do to the relationship we had built over the years. The next morning our 

hosts were so gracious and understanding that I was deeply convicted about my own 

lack of faith in them as my brothers and sisters in Christ. They taught me a necessary 

lesson about grace that I will long remember. There have been many lessons over the 



years, though most have been less dramatic, which have exemplified the importance of 

going a learners and as co-equal partners with fellow believers in God’s mission. Sam 

was right to warn Frodo that leaving the security of home is a dangerous business. And 

Frodo was right to go, step onto the road and get swept away.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER FIVE 

ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS 

Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, 
 which the Son of Man will give you.73 

 
 

     My research and STM experiences have highlighted humble servant leadership, 

patterned after the example of Jesus, and evidence of healthy Christian community as 

hallmarks of effective ongoing engagement in STM. From the interplay of these 

elements come depth and effectiveness that enhance the spiritual formation of team 

members as they mature. They also help to assure God-honoring relationships with 

host communities.  

     Leadership must be intentional in order for these elements to flourish and deepen 

over time. In our case, the BVC mission program is overseen by two separate councils, 

which support one another. The Mission Advisory Council (MAC) oversees BVC 

long-term missionaries and funding, mission education of the BVC body, and the 

planning and deployment of all adult and family short-term trip experiences. The BVC 

student mission program is under the care of the Student Mission Advisory Council 

(SMAC). Together with parents they plan and execute all short-term student trip 

funding opportunities and trip experiences. They are the main group who set the goals 

and determine the priorities for the BVCSMP.  

      Each trip exposes students to life lived in Christian community, worship, spiritual 

development and ministry in the world through witness and service. We see our 

student trips as fundamental to the spiritual formation of our youth as they grow 

through new stages of development and gain a sense both of commission and 

capability in response to the gospel and what it means to be actively part of the 

kingdom of God; now and in future. Trips are designed to progress by age and 
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experience, so that our students are guided to grow in accordance with the physical, 

intellectual and spiritual levels appropriate to their age. As noted in earlier chapters, 

trip-specific guided journaling and debriefing occur daily and again two to three 

months post trip. Each student STM experience has a cross-cultural component, and 

our teams are committed to long-term relationships with our host communities. 

 

Leadership 

     Team leaders leave their own unique mark upon those they lead. Leaders shape the 

trip, its climate and values, and the team dynamic. On Christian teams engaging in 

STM there is the additional and crucial role of the leader as spiritual mentor and guide.  

     While a primary goal in STM is to serve the host community, the potential for 

student faith development and spiritual growth is abundant in well-guided STM 

experiences. Fran Blomberg defines the role and responsibility of the spiritual mentor 

as “forming integrity of faith in a coherent Christian worldview.”74  

     Appropriate preparation and guidance give students the confidence to take greater 

risks as they mature. I have witnessed in my students what I would call a 

“naturalization” of the connection of faith and life in the context of STM as they are 

mentored through the levels of experience offered to them in the BVC program. The 

high student return rate speaks to me of a sense of commitment and investment that 

says, “I believe this is important and I am willing and able to answer God’s call now 

and in the future.” I often marvel at the spirit and tenacity of our students, wishing I 

had had similar opportunities during the formative years of my own adolescence. 

     Leaders impart their own values to those they lead. Leaders shape the trip, its 

rhythm and focus and the team dynamic. On Christian teams there is the additional 

crucial element of spiritual mentoring. In any group experience for youth there are 
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aspects that will attract young people. Building upon biblical teaching and shared 

experiences in worship and special events, the goal of most churches is to inform and 

equip the next generation of faithful Christian witnesses. The BVCSMP has proven 

itself as the central place wherein the circle of education, spiritual development, 

fellowship and relationship feed and inform one another. 

     We have found that adult leadership and development of student leaders, expressed 

in genuine investment of time and guidance, is invaluable to the process of student 

faith development. Particularly within STM, leaders and students live and serve 

together in intentional Christian community and relationships deepen over repeated 

shared experiences. Intentional time spent together in weekly small groups, Sunday 

worship and special events continue the momentum year round. This ongoing process 

depends on leaders who are willing to: serve as mentors, remain accessible, foster 

community, embody a mature Christian worldview, and “demonstrate the viability of 

that worldview.”75  

     Blomberg notes that the existing modern dynamic of broken homes and the media 

storm of negative popular role models challenge the formation of young people. This 

is why it is critical to go beyond in the field mentoring in STM to provide a consistent 

accessible adult presence year round. Our STM leaders come from the adult population 

of our church and include many young adults who have been through the youth and 

mission programs. Many of them serve year round as small group leaders. This keeps 

them available for counsel and encouragement in the lives of students. We encourage 

small group leaders to move on through the successive school grades with their 

students up until graduation. This consistency builds authority and trust over the long 

haul.  
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     Gunther Krallman emphasizes Jesus’ two-fold process with His disciples of training 

good followers which simultaneously resulted in raising good leaders.76   This type of 

leadership requires that spiritual leaders exemplify what they hope those who follow 

them might become, while giving them repeated opportunities to experience and 

implement what they are learning. I appreciate Krallman’s reminder that Jesus didn’t 

only select one type of potential leader. His disciples were very diverse, yet under His 

leadership and example they each grew to be great leaders according to their unique 

gifts and call. Jesus remained invested in this group of followers, exemplifying for us 

the process of discipling others as individuals within groups. 

     Krallman also cautions that Jesus was not over-protective to the point of creating 

entirely dependent followers. Students love to take risks and experience real life 

adventure. “Real life, with all its complexities, is the best workshop for the 

manufacturing of competent spiritual leadership.”77 Relational role modeling in real 

life contexts occurs between our leaders and students, and between our students and 

the host communities we engage. In this model, questions are asked and personal 

truths are shared within the security of relationship and are foundational to the dignity 

of each person growing in Christ, versus a model in which one possesses all truth and 

the other passively receives it.  

     This relational model of leadership is also definitive for the element of service. 

People no matter their culture or ability to articulate it perceive authenticity and 

integrity. This is reflective of Jesus’ own model of sacrificial humility and service. 

Divinely enabled servant hood rightly seeks to remain rooted in God’s power and 

direction above personal human wisdom or agendas. “Jesus sends us out to be 
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shepherds, and Jesus promises a life in which we increasingly have to stretch out our 

hands and be led to places where we would rather not go.”78  

     Henri Nouwen challenges Christian leaders to leave a power-based model because 

“power offers an easy substitute for the hard task of love.”79 Love is what distinguishes 

Christian leadership and service from secular enterprises. When Christians come 

together in the name of Jesus, all that we say and do become to others a reflection of 

the one in whose name we have come.  

     Christ-honoring leadership and service is relational. Much is “caught” without 

being expressly “taught.” When leaders pray and debrief together with their teams, 

they are conferring a pattern, imparting a theology, which is invaluable towards 

genuine relationship with others. It is humility versus power, fully exemplified in 

Jesus, which helps teams go as learners and be perceived as earnest ambassadors. 

Along with visible faith practices, it distinguishes the Christian presence from any 

other. 

     We are careful to place a variety of leaders on each STM experience. This provides 

for a variety of gifts and diverse role modeling. The main leader oversees the spiritual 

and communal health of the team, pastoring them through the experience. It is also the 

main leader’s role to develop and convey the trip schedule and its purposes, encourage 

and troubleshoot as needed, and hold the balance between staying on track while 

remaining flexible to the needs of the host community, adjusting to necessary changes 

and new opportunities. One rule we abide by is that we will take advantage of every 

unplanned invitation from the community to experience their culture and community 

life. We have attended special services, funerals, and community events, which have 

enriched our understanding and served as bridges to new friendships. 
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     The main leader is the constant that understands the process of the BVCSMP, 

interprets the subtleties and relationships in the host community and sets the tone for 

the team. The team looks to them for authority and security. Other adult leaders serve 

from their own giftedness in specific ways, and help student leaders and team 

members do the same. Every role and act of service is to be accorded dignity. The 

leader in charge of meals for instance keeps our energy and health up to task, and 

ultimately insures that we have the energy and strength to serve. Student worship 

leaders set the tone for the day and send us to rest at night refreshed in spirit. Others 

with gifts of intercession, mercy or teaching have their opportunities to contribute. A 

good leader identifies these individual gifts and finds the places where team members 

will thrive. And team leaders must remain teachable, in humility modeling learning as 

a life-long process, and serving alongside in the humblest of tasks.  

     Experience has taught me it is also important for leaders to make mistakes and be 

honest about our own shortcomings. This common humanity is the humble part of 

servant leadership that keeps us learning. It invites others into the possibility that they 

too can have something to offer and have freedom to mature in leadership instead of 

waiting to be “perfect.” Anyone genuinely seeking to learn and grow through 

experience needs role models of what to do when mistakes are made and correction is 

needed. Leaders need to be perceived as human and accessible in order that others can 

envision themselves in leadership. 

     In a world in which leaders and cultural role models continually disappoint and 

societal measures of success discourage, Christian leaders are vital to the next 

generation of those who will respond to Jesus’ commission to bring His message to the 

world. As Jesus lived and ministered alongside His disciples, gently admonishing and 

sometimes rebuking, He showed them a way to live so marvelously and radically 

different from what they had ever known that they were willing to lay down their lives 



to bring it to the very ends of the earth. Young people today have the same response 

upon meeting and falling in love with Jesus. It is a privilege to guide and serve with 

them at this period in their lives.  

 

Community within the Sacred Story 

     We have found that our students who engage in the BVCSMP tend to connect more 

in our wider church community as well as in the broader ministry community. These 

ongoing relationships would affirm Blomberg’s assertion that “…reflection 

accompanied by continuing experience at home will increase confidence that one’s 

ability to serve and make a difference at home wasn’t just a fluke (of STM) but a 

gracious gift of God that should be heartily cultivated through ongoing ministries.”80  

     Intentional engagement with youth in STM can provide an experience of Christian 

community that becomes the standard for them as they grow in the faith. As the term 

itself suggests, “community” can be understood as people gathered together in 

common unity around a value or purpose. When Christians gather in community, 

whatever the size, some crucial and distinguishable non-negotiables ought to be 

present. Though group structure requires someone to direct the group’s purpose and 

conduct when they gather, “The authority of Jesus cannot be validated by reference to 

some authority that is already established. The naming of this name [Jesus] calls for 

nothing less than a fresh and radical decision about one’s ultimate commitment”81  

     Specifically “Christian” community will be markedly different in motivation, 

nature and purpose from any other group in community. Regardless of particulars of 

theology, Christians come together in community because they have responded to the 

call of Jesus into the eternal community of the people of God. Christians understand 
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themselves as a people living in common union, or “communion”, under the living 

Lordship of the risen Christ.  The early church existed in community, forming the 

model for all who would come after.  

All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their   
possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they 
continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their 
homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying 
the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who 
were being saved. (Acts 2:44-47)                                                                                   

 
     The effectiveness of their witness sprang from their radical new way of being in 

community. They stood apart from all other groups by the way in which they lived 

together and extended an irresistible living invitation to all. They, counter-culturally, 

did not compete for wealth or status but gave to all and did so with joy. They loved to 

gather together, welcomed people who would otherwise find welcome nowhere, and 

held themselves accountable to one another out of love and reverence for God. Even in 

the face of generations of persecution and death, Christians remained together in 

recognizable and remarkable community.  

     Christians in community understand themselves as bound up in the one true sacred 

story that defines and informs all of life. All are accountable to one another because 

each is ultimately accountable to God, the author of life. Responsibility for the 

Christian is to God first and then to others, and is directly related to one’s place in the 

sacred story of God as revealed in scripture.  From his strong belief that God places us 

where we are needed to do His will, Dietrich Bonhoeffer chose to live as part of a 

Christian seminary community during the 1930’s as Europe moved ever closer toward 

war.  These Christians lived a common life together as an “underground” seminary in 



humble structures. The intensity of that experience of Christian community led him to 

write the reflective “Life Together.”82 

     Of belonging in Christian community, Bonhoeffer wrote, “We belong to each other 

only through and in Jesus Christ.” He understood our need for one another as 

stemming from Jesus Christ. Believers come together and belong only through him, 

and by him have been “chosen from eternity, accepted in time, and united for all 

eternity” regardless of the temporal circumstances that place them in company with 

one another.”83 

     Out of the security of belonging, the Christian thrives in the unity and diversity of 

community in Christ. A mutual love for one another, out of shared recognition of the 

sacred image of God in each person, is the web that supports a community of 

believers. Jesus’ life on earth in word and deed reveal that he recognized the image of 

God in every person; the leper, the criminal, the adulterer, and every person in every 

state of sin and need. What he refused to see were the humanly constructed cultural 

divides and discriminations. Christ’s Spirit, living and active within Christian 

communities, will likewise bear evidence that his love and redemptive victory 

transcend the human barriers of class and ethnicity. As in the early church, this same 

Spirit still enables Christians to represent an otherworldly way of being in community 

which draws others into a taste of life as it will one day be in completeness. 

     Unlike the mirage of a fountain in the desert, the initial appeal of welcome and 

belonging in community where Christ is Lord is sustainable by an unending supply of 

spiritual “living water” which ministers to the whole person. (John 4:10) In the ideal 

Christian community, believers understand themselves as God’s messengers in word 

and deed, but acknowledge that it is only God who saves. The Christian is free to love 
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and act in relationship regardless of the outcome, because the effort itself, born of the 

Spirit, is the Christian’s responsibility. The outcome is safely in God’s hands. In this 

way, Christians hold themselves accountable to God for their own faithfulness in life 

and witness, and may rejoice in God’s goodness but are not to become prideful when 

others respond to the call of God through their witness.  The Christian in community is 

always called to serve from humility. Believers aren’t to be surprised by the struggles 

and imperfections in either themselves or others for, to Christians, “Weakness in the 

presence of Christ has dignity and integrity that human strength cannot 

comprehend.”84  

     Again we come back to the importance of story. Unlike mythic moral tales, the 

story of community revealed in the Bible is one complete story from creation to 

ultimate consummation. The Christian understands him or herself as uniquely created 

and purposed to play a part. Believers know the end of the story, yet are part of the 

writing of it as well. Christians are intentional in their outreach to others out of 

gratitude to God, and live responsively out of their own unique story both individually 

and in community. Christian community moves intentionally towards sacred 

intersection with others, in order to extend God’s invitation into saving community 

with Himself. 

     It must be acknowledged that Christian community is composed of imperfect 

persons who remain vulnerable to all the sin and weakness common to humankind. 

Within Christian communities there will be conflict, disagreement, sin and brokenness. 

As a pastor I have been exposed to Christian community at its best and worst. 

Accountability is to God, but the best-intended believer will at one time or another 

become more concerned with another’s faith journey than they are with their own. 
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Human nature has been redeemed for those in Christ, but full restoration is yet to 

come. 

     It is therefore a blessing to experience Christian community at its best. This has 

often been so within the context of short-term mission, when for a brief sustainable 

time believers live with greater intentionality in community for the sake of others. 

God-honoring Christian community comes with the ups and downs of the individuals 

within it, but over the long term will be known for the irresistible attractiveness and 

indiscriminate love it provides as a community under God and open to all. 

     A German missionary friend I served with briefly in Sierra Leone just moved his 

family back to Germany after four years of serving in Freetown among the poorest of 

the poor. His recent letter was timely for what it adds to the practical working 

definition of Christian community at its best.  Jan captured what may be experienced 

in healthy Christian community when he wrote, 

More than anything I am learning how much I benefited from our precious 
Word Made Flesh community and how essential Christian community is for all 
of us today. In community we commit to one another, we encourage one 
another to stay focused, we help one another to push through hard seasons, we 
correct one another, and we protect one another from getting lost in the 
temptations of the world. But community is more than a training camp. The 
deeper community is lived the more it creates trust, grace and safety, freedom 
from shame and fear, a place of healing, a place where the Spirit loves to 
dwell.85 

 
     I wanted to hear from my students about their experience of community in BVC 

Student Ministries. (Appendix, p. 146-149) One Wednesday night I led a verbal survey 

of the students in attendance. I asked my students a series of four questions. As usual 

they were candid and quick to reply. Their definition of “Christian Community” 

included:  “Jesus centered, everyone would be treated equally, faith would be 

discussed, and there would be sharing.”  
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     In Sunday worship in particular, the Christian community would: “Build each other 

up, welcome and meet new people, fellowship together, have open hearts for worship, 

and it would be different in a good way from other churches.”   Responses about 

Christian community in BVC student special events were respectively: “Easier to 

invite friends and helps us grow closer in our small groups.” 

     The experience of Christian community on student STM trips garnered the most 

enthusiastic responses: “We escape worldly things and distractions, we aren’t judged, 

we grow closer to God and others, we form deeper relationships, we help others, and it 

helps us come out of our comfort zones.” The students expressed the importance of 

belonging, unity, mutual responsibility, and being part of God’s purpose. 

     On a random Sunday I conducted an anonymous written survey of the students’ 

opinions of Christian community as they perceived it to be present or absent in the 

areas of our life together in BVC Student Ministries. I celebrated one response from a 

visiting student simply because it pleased me that he commented on being “noticed 

and invited in.” That is an indicator I watch for as I take the pulse of the student 

community.  

     The overwhelming criticism in the survey results was frustration about “circles” or 

cliques of people from whom they felt excluded when we gathered. This is a common 

adolescent phenomenon and one that may be casually observed in worshipping adult 

congregations as well. Humans tend to gravitate towards those with whom they enjoy 

harmonious relationship and common interests. We have put ourselves through several 

exercises since the survey results that were intended to break through this tendency to 

“circle” into familiar groups. They have been fun and have helped to bring the matter 

into the community consciousness. Also important, I believe, is that students were able 

to feel heard and acknowledged by having their greatest concern immediately and 

actively addressed in community.  



     Several in the survey noted BVC Student Ministries as a “safe place to grow” and 

criticisms, though anonymous, were few and legitimate. Circles were again mentioned 

many times and gossip was mentioned twice.  The greatest number of responses 

regarded the student STM trip experiences. Students noted that on trips they 

experienced: “Being on fire for God, closer to God, in real community, involved in 

ministry, learn the truth ‘hands on’, have godly love for each other, are able to serve 

and care for others, learn about ourselves, a safe place to be ourselves, like that we can 

do it at a young age, and fellowship.” 

     Youth want to be an active part of the sacred story, and they rise to the occasion 

when trusted with opportunities to do so. Well-mentored experiences are clarifying 

and empowering. When youth are invited into belonging in Christian community, 

entrusted with mutual responsibility, offered experience of unity within diverse human 

communities, humble themselves under the authority of Christ, and take up their part 

in the sacred story at an early age, they grow into active engagement in Christian 

community and in the world as a natural and vital part of what it is to live in and for 

the kingdom of God in Christ. Of this I am an eyewitness.  

     As my older students go into their college and career years, they are doing so with 

participation in Christian mission as a given. Some have chosen mission as their 

vocation, a few have chosen ministry, and many continue to engage in short or long-

term STM and positions of leadership in their communities of faith. Some of them 

remain active on behalf of the people and ministries they have come to know through 

trips, and the majority of them choose vocations with consideration of how they can 

connect their secular work with the work of God in the world to call all people to 

Himself. Our adult mission council is continuing to discuss how they can respond in 

support of the choices our students are making, and how they might encourage a 

similar level system of engagement on adult STM. 



 

 

 

An Isolated Phenomenon? 

     In effort to learn whether ours was an isolated phenomenon, I searched for records 

of similar experiences with youth in other Christian communities. I have often felt 

very alone in my experience at BVC. I was delighted to discover, upon reading 

Greenhouses of Hope,86 that other churches have had some similarly encouraging 

experiences with their youth. Reflections in Chapter 2, “Staying Awake: When God 

Moments Echo in Community” by Margaret Ann Crain, were particularly resonant and 

encouraging.87 

     Crain writes of her adolescent experience in her Methodist church where certain 

practices and experiences led many youth to choose ministry or other vocations that 

serve the common good. She describes five practices that form young people to 

recognize the Holy Spirit, recognize God’s call on their lives, and find their purpose 

within the life of faith. They are: “1) Building heartfelt community that incorporates 

similarity and difference 2) Experiencing and naming God as an act of theological 

reflection 3) Integrating transformative mission experiences 4) Using the language of 

call and vocation at key moments in the community’s life and 5) Reversing hierarchies 

of age and status as youth lead the congregation in its commitment to mission.”88  

     Some of the phenomena in her congregation rang true to BVC. We too have seen 

the youth leading the adults into a hunger for mission experiences, and the youth are 

helpful in congregational mission training as they share their own experiences.  
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     Like the youth in Crain’s church, our students orient their summer schedules 

around the BVC student STM trips. Our youth have also recognized and advocated for 

the value of long-term relationships in the communities we serve. For them, service 

projects are valuable as means not just to serve but to meet and enter into relationship 

with others. Service projects are chosen with that goal in mind. As one of my students 

said, “We love to work alongside anyone who needs it. It’s a great way to have real 

conversations.”  

     Our youth embody, as did Crain’s contemporaries, the understanding of mission as 

relationship. Their experience echoes ours of the importance of God’s sacred story 

when she names mission trips as important in giving youth a chance to belong to 

something bigger than themselves. Doing mission locally leaves opportunity to remain 

engaged. Once awakened to experiencing oneself as an integral part of God’s story, 

youth make choices with their lives and vocations to remain engaged in its unfolding. 

Crain puts it this way, “They have been awakened in community to a vision of the 

reign of God.”89  

     The church, God’s community of the broken yet redeemed, is the place where the 

reign of God can be seen and experienced. Not because of its perfection but because in 

its imperfection, “…the reign of God is present in the midst of the sinful, weak and 

divided community, not through any power or goodness of its own, but because God 

has called and chosen this company of people to be the bearers of his gift on behalf of 

all people.”90   

     I have observed my student community closely this past year for signs that confirm 

the presence of healthy Christian community. I have watched them invite friends to 

come to BVC, and watched as they invited shy newcomers to join their fellowship. I 

                                                 
89 Ibid., 54. 
90 Newbigin, The Open Secret: An Introduction to the Theology of Missions, 54. 



have noticed the gentle way they have with one another and the time they give for each 

person to enter deeper into community at his or her own pace. Other informal 

indicators have also encouraged me. 

     Though we are known for our wild humor and spirit of adventure, my students are 

gentle with one another and quick to notice those who might need an encouraging 

word. They laugh, pray, worship and serve together, and choose to do so regularly 

both at BVC and in their own gatherings outside of church life. BVC students organize 

their own prayer walks and worship services off site, and many have even returned to 

using the handwritten note on a regular basis as a means to encourage one another. 

They listen to each other’s confessions, travel everywhere with well-worn bibles, 

speak forgiveness and work through inevitable human conflict. BVC practices 

“Believer’s Baptism” and students gather around the baptismal stairs en masse to hug 

their peers as they come up out of the water. 

     The students also struggle with frustration, pridefulness, impatience and judgment 

as they see how the world is and know how it could be. But they are humble when 

corrected and generally quick to extend grace. They see life spread out before them as 

filled with possibility and possess a confidence in their personal identity in Christ. 

Engagement in mission is a natural part of their personal futures, perhaps in part 

because they don’t know life without it. They struggle with transitioning out of the 

security of the community in student ministries, but after graduation they seek out 

community and find other ways to serve in the BVC body or in the Christian 

communities where they continue their educations.  

     My students have continually surprised, delighted, challenged and convicted me. I 

have been spiritually re-energized by experiencing a second adolescence alongside 

them. I have been stretched and matured by the responsibility of their trust and 

tenacity. I have learned and grown and been reminded that the Christian journey, lived 



in community as part of the sacred story of God and his eternal redemptive love, is the 

story of my life. God’s heart is that everyone would come to understand their own life 

in this way. He continues to extend the invitation through the multi-faceted brigade of 

humans everywhere who know the end of the story and enter into the privilege of 

telling it with their lives. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 



     An intentional deeper look into the Bella Vista Church Student Mission Program 

confirmed the elements of value as we have perceived and experienced them, and 

helped to isolate the significant transferrable pieces that are important for other 

communities who seek to engage their youth in mentored mission as part of student 

spiritual development. It also revealed the heart of the current generation of youth who 

live as part of a multi-cultural world connected through technology, immigration and 

travel.  

     Today’s youth are exposed and have access to the globe on a level far greater than 

any previous generation. When given opportunity, they are eager to learn and grow in 

the context of short-term mission. They respond to mentors who guide and trust them, 

providing a sense of security and encouragement. These mentored mission 

experiences, as part of a comprehensive youth program, open the door to life-long 

engagement in the mission of God. Christian community, once experienced, prescribes 

what students will continue to seek in their adolescent and adult communities of faith. 

     Three foundational theological elements to a God-honoring approach in mission 

have proven to be key: The Imago Dei reminds Christians to approach every person as 

a co-equal image-bearer of creator God. This carries with it an inherent reminder of the 

worth of every person and their value to God who desires that all be saved. Jesus 

Christ, the incarnation of the Word, both taught and modeled how believers are to 

approach others and honor God. He modeled and professed the inclusive nature of the 

kingdom of God as it will one day fully be, encouraging His followers to reach all 

peoples beyond humanly constructed divisions such as race and culture, while 

simultaneously experiencing an expanding comprehension of His greatness. Jesus’ 

interaction with the Samaritan woman was one powerful example of all of the above, 

which serves as a model for those committed to continuing His mission on earth.   



     When youth engage in God’s mission, particularly under intentional ongoing 

mentorship, the outcomes are significant for all. For students, the experience of 

success born of age appropriate challenges is empowering, giving a taste of what is 

possible life-long as they mature in both life and faith. “Mission” is naturalized as a 

normal part of what it means to be a Christian. For host communities, “mission” can be 

experienced as a genuine exchange in which guests and hosts alike are stretched and 

blessed under an umbrella of mutual respect that appropriately represents the kingdom 

of God. 

     Every faith community can discern and take practical steps toward engaging their 

youth in mission “in house”. It can begin with a few key adults and students meeting to 

dream and pray together about how it might look in their context and what initial steps 

to take, mindful that mistakes aren’t to be feared but are to be learned from. Many 

ministries will exist locally, which would welcome the opportunity to pour into youth 

as they engage hands on. Adults called to teach and mentor will step forward as 

students begin to share their excitement. Scripture is an unlimited resource for good 

guidance and encouragement and, over time as relationships form with members of 

host communities, exchanges will become both more desirable and more natural.  

     The encouraging news is that each faith community can engage their youth in 

mission beginning with prayerful discernment over their own resources and 

opportunities. Communities can expand to include a larger demographic of people and 

cultures while staying very close to home. Adults and youth can work, serve and grow 

together, forming richer community year round at their home church. Adults and 

students alike will grow in servant leadership while experiencing a deeper community 

with one another as they experience themselves as a part of the one true sacred story as 

it enfolds, and as they come to know God and His glory more fully through the rich 

diversity of all peoples.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
LIST OF ORGANIZATIONS 

 
SEMP 
semp.me  
 
EQUIP 
iequip.org 
 
YWAM 
ywam.org 
 
BSHOP 
Bshop.org 



 
Life International 
lifeinternational.com 
 
Word Made Flesh 
Wordmadeflesh.org 
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