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Dear Youth Worker:
It won’t be long until thousands of your

groups will ramp up their fund raising
projects for the next cycle of life-chang-
ing, adventure-filled, revolutionary mis-
sions trips. But before you make your
car-wash placards, allow those of us who
are on the receiving end of your trips to
share our concerns with you.

There’s something really endearing
about seeing mainly fair-skinned, subur-
ban kids from the States come sweat it
out for a couple weeks with us in our
impoverished, desperate, poorest of the
poor, third-world conditions. But imag-
ine how humiliating it is to be on the
receiving end of many of these trips.

Let’s start with food. Our food is “nor-
mal” to us. We enjoy it. We don’t expect
you to love it the way we do, anymore
than we love your endless varieties of
green salads and your constant menu of
sweets. But please stop grimacing when
you eat the food our people have prepared
for you. Our food is an extension of us.

We’re glad you’re interested in see-
ing our culture.  But we aren’t  too
thrilled about being tour guides and
helping you find the perfect souvenir.
We’re not a zoo of poverty. So please put
away your cameras, water bottles, and
anti-bacterial wash for a while. There
will be a time and place for you to shoot

some pictures (and to wash your hands
and drink your water). But think about
how it feels to see a group of people
you’ve never met come into your neigh-
borhood and start feverishly filming you
and your kids.

As for your building projects, may we
remind you that we built buildings before
you came, and we will build buildings
after you leave. Many of our visitors work
as if they’re the only ones who know how
to construct something efficiently. We
welcome your hard work. But do it along-
side of us—with us—not for us. 

And you might be interested to know
that we don’t see ourselves first and fore-
most as impoverished, desperate, “third-
world” (Can you please stop using that
term?) people. Hearing this over and
over again is hard for us. We have great
respect and pride in ourselves. On the
one hand, we’re moved by the tears you
shed for us. On the other hand, there are
aspects to our lives where we’re thriving
and living in the land of plenty. Some of
us consider it as much a blessing to have
been born into our culture as you do for
having been born into yours.

Your pre-planned, pre-written, overly
scrutinized testimonies you’ve prepared
are nice. But why are we so rarely given
the chance to share ours with you? We
enjoy hearing what God has done in your

lives; but please, please, please let us also
share what He’s doing in our lives. He
exists here, too.

You probably aren’t the first ones to
ever do VBS in our community, and
youth ministry isn’t non-existent here. It
just looks different. We laugh and wince
at the contrived statistic that says 99 per-
cent of the world’s trained youth workers
minister in the United States. Really!

Now before you send this off to your
national partner to ask if your group is
“guilty,” remember that most of us don’t
share your value of “direct” communica-
tion. Saving face is ingrained in most of
us, so it will take years of conversations
over tea and rice to share with you how
we really feel about working with you.
Don’t overreact and stop what you’re
doing all together. Just involve us in the
conversation of how we can do missions
together rather than keeping us on the
receiving end of well-intentioned, pater-
nalistic missions.

You’re not bringing Jesus to us. He’s
already here. In fact, He’s doing some
amazing things here. And we know He’s
in your midst and doing amazing things
among you. We have needs. You have
resources. You have needs. We have
resources. Let’s pursue a relationship and
see how God unfolds His mission in and
through us—together!
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