
TEAM MEMBER MANUAL

Africa is a beautiful continent and Uganda is called the 'Pearl of Africa' because of its beauty 
and production of food.  Often, people who come here romanticize the place and forget that 
we are real people.  We all have struggles and yearn for God to move in both our lives and the 
lives of our loved ones.  So, what you will find is that people here are the same as people 
everywhere:  
- People for whom Christ died.  
- People who often struggle to believe and obey the voice of God - the Holy Spirit.
- People who believe the blood of Jesus is not enough and that we must somehow earn God's 
mercy and grace
So – we strive to show them what Jesus looks like and what God's heart is toward them.

Ministry:
-Be prepared to share your testimony and teach/lead others to follow Christ – (discipleship)
-Team Devotions are every morning 8-9am. Be prepared to lead at least one devotion during your 
stay.
-You are going to serve, not to be served (Matthew 20:28).  (ie: not a 'Christian vacation')
-Please help out in any way that you can, seek opportunities to serve the children, the staff, and 
your team.

We Praise God for each of you and anticipate His using you to be an awesome spiritual blessing to 
our children and Iganga, Uganda.  There are some things that may seem silly to some but are very 
important to your having a fantastic time here with us in Uganda.  If you have any questions please 
don't hesitate to ask :)!

PRAYER LIST:

Pray for:

Pray for:

Pray for:

Pray for:

Pray for:

Pray for:

Pray for:

Pray for:

Pray for:

Pray for:



Clothing and Affection
Dress-Code: Please respect our culture by following these instructions (be extremely modest).  Please do not bring 
any expensive jewelry. Ladies, please leave your diamond rings at home.  I suggest purchasing an inexpensive, low 
profile wedding band to wear while in-country.
Ladies: 
- No shorts or pants outside of your bedroom
- Skirts must be mid-calf or longer
- No sleeveless shirts
- Long, modest dresses – with high necklines 
Men:
- Long pants only! (Jeans or slacks – no shorts please)
- No sleeveless shirts
- Button down shirts are recommended for church, etc

Please go the second mile to be sure you are all dressed in respect to the culture here.  Some 
well known pastors here in Uganda have been preaching about the way many youth dress in 
Kampala and other places.  With all the people passing through the house, children and staff helping 
to cook and clean and protect you there are a few things I need to explain and ask your help with.  
The clothes you wear can be a barrier or an open door as you build relationships with our people.  
Our staff and kids may tell you something is okay but they will ask me later why someone was 
wearing... 

For guys and girls - please, no shorts in public - only as sleep attire. So please, for men - put 
on long pants before coming out of your bedroom and girls put on a skirt before leaving your 
bedroom.  I know this may seem a little restrictive, however, it is considered offensive for any adult 
to wear shorts here.  It is also considered offensive for any ladies to wear skirts above the knee so I 
am asking you to bring only calf length skirts or longer.  For the men it is offensive to wear shorts 
in public so bring blue jeans or other long pants.  With regard to the tops or shirts please do not 
bring sleeveless shirts or tops or spaghetti strap type blouses.  We set examples for our kids out of 
respect for their culture.  However, if you see our children wearing something I am talking about 
here please pull them aside and ask them to change.  They know what the staff, Susan and I have 
taught them but they are kids and may challenge the limits.  You may see young people walking the 
street dressed in ways we are used to back in the US but that is because they are from Kenya or 
Kampala or they are rebelling against what they were taught at home. 

The daily wear here for respected men is a button down shirt and trousers with either open 
or closed shoes - t-shirts are okay but not preferred.  The daily wear for ladies here is a dress with 
the shoulders covered (never showing the mid section) and open or closed shoes.  If the ladies 
would like to wear jeans on the plane, I would ask you to change before getting out at Entebbe since 
night time is not a good time to be seen in western or 'normal' attire.

Affection: Please limit your physical affection toward each other.  In Uganda it is considered 
embarrassing for a husband and wife to hug or kiss outside the bedroom.  We are aware that your 
practices are different, so, my staff is not surprised at what they see but they may be embarrassed.  
Outside the house even husbands and wives do not hold hands or give any outward appearance of 
affection.

My children are used to hugs, but, please be careful with the older children – my boys with 
college girls from the states or my girls with college guys from the states.

However, we do show affection between friends.  Men will hold hands with men while 
walking down the road or sometimes girls with girls – this is not a sign of homosexual behavior but 
a sign of friendship.



Food: 
-notify your team leader of any food allergies you have.
-As a matter of respect, be willing to try all the food.
-Eat and drink something at every meal!

We have a water filter for drinking water and will have cokes of many flavors as well as 
juice to drink.  Be sure to drink a lot.  You will be on the equator and our humidity is low.  
Dehydration is a problem on every trip so please drink all the time.

Please be willing to try all the food.  It can be offensive if you refuse to try something they 
have prepared for you - if you don't like it - no problem.  Uganda culture says if you clean your 
plate you were still hungry and we did not give you enough - if you leave food that means we fed 
you well and you were satisfied.  Some of you will have fun with this :)!

We have had several people end up in the hospital after returning home to rehydrate their 
body because they lost 15 lbs or more so please drink a lot.  At every meal at least drink something 
and eat a little.  We have a scale and I will ask you to keep a check on your weight - if anyone starts 
to loose beyond 5 lbs we will ask you to eat and drink a lot to keep you healthy. 

Do not consume alcohol while in Uganda.  It is considered something only non-believers do 
across every denomination or Christian church.  Doing so will damage your reputation and our 
ministry's influence.  Please remember you are a guest in another country with a different culture.

If you have any food allergies, please let us know now so we can plan ahead! 

Health Guidelines: There is always a temptation to stay up very late talking and sharing but we are 
at 4000' above sea level and on the equator so your body will be stretched already.  Please rest and 
respect others who need to sleep.

Please bring sunscreen - but also please wear a hat everywhere you go - this will help keep 
you from getting heat stroke or dehydration.

Language:
Greeting is the most important part of our culture.  When someone comes to the house or you 
enter the home of another person or you encounter someone along the way, the first thing to do 
before questions or anything else is to 'greet'.  It may seem like an interruption but we consider it 
respectful.  Respect is the foundation to culture and life in Uganda.  When you see someone, stop 
and say:

"Mukama Yebazibwe" (Praise the Lord) 
"Amina"-Amen
"Yebazibwe Yesu" (Praise Jesus)
"Wasizotya" (Good morning - how are you) 
"Sebiotya" (Good afternoon - how are you)
"Oliotya" (Good evening - how are you)
"Bulungi" - Good - (also means 'beautiful' or 'nice')
"Webale" - 'Thank You' or 'Well done'
“Kali” – Okay or Your Welcome
If you can learn these words, they will go a long way in opening doors to hearts and 
conversations about Jesus.

Words to avoid: In Uganda, the term 'boyfriend' or 'girlfriend' refers to someone who is having 
sexual relations with another.  Please do not ask our children if they have a boyfriend or girlfriend 
and do not describe your relationships using the term 'boyfriend' or 'girlfriend'.



Working with a translator: Talk with your translator before you get started. Get to know each 
other and, if you have time, review some of the verses and illustrations you plan to use in your presentations. Ask your 
translator if there are any terms or ideas he does not understand.
When speaking, keep your eyes on the people.  Do not watch the translator.
Speak in complete phrases or ideas.  Your translator needs to know the entire idea you want to express.
Avoid jokes.  Have fun, but jokes usually don't transcend cultures and may even shock or offend someone.
Avoid slang and cliche's. Your translator is most likely not familiar with American slang.  
Avoid contractions. Speak slowly and distinctly.
Avoid references to American contemporary culture. Latest technologies, TV shows, movies, etc.
If your translator does not understand, do not simply speak louder. When asked to repeat something, 
simply repeat what you said. You may need to think of another way of communicating the same idea in terms your 
translator understands.
Don't be afraid to ask your translator about cultural issues (weddings, funerals, what does this mean?).
Be gracious and appreciative of your translator's efforts to help you communicate.

Appreciation: Another cultural practice we have in Uganda is 'appreciation'.  When someone 
comes to help you push your car they will expect you to give them some money.  If someone comes 
to help you carry a load from the store they expect, 'appreciation'.  Just think of it as a tip - not 
extortion - although sometimes it may seem like that.  At restaurants I give a small tip that is not 
expected in that situation to show appreciation.  Most people do not tip for food here but they 
expect 'appreciation' in other settings.  Just ask us if you want to give something for exceptional 
service, etc.  At restaurants we usually give the servers 1,000 shillings for a small group or 2,000 for 
a large group.  That amount is a lot of money for that service.  When you get ready to leave for the 
airport or after you leave we always give a bonus to the staff here (from your in-country expense 
money) at my house who take care of you - showing them 'appreciation'.  

Precautions:
-Giving: Please ask Phil or a team leader before you give anything away
-Promises: DO NOT make any promises! 
-Always show your appreciation, encourage the children and staff! 
-Do not use sarcasm – it is considered rude to our culture
-Always move in groups - never go anywhere alone - at any time.
-Ask before you do anything or make any decisions.

Giving: You will all be overwhelmed by the needs that seem to be so critical - flying in the face of 
your soft comfortable life in the states.  But please remember we are used to a simple life and do 
not need shelter from the cold - just the rain.  I know you hearts are compassionate otherwise you 
would not be coming.  So, what we ask, as the people who live here, if you see a need that you want 
to meet, please ask before promising anything or even discussing the issue with a local person.  

For example: Many people here have already been given numerous bibles and have good 
bibles already but they will tell you they don't have one so you will give them one - for many 
reasons but still not true - so we ask that you reply by saying, "I don't know" then come to one of us 
about that specific person or need.  The children will not approach you that way but our adults will 
ask you to help with their grandchildren's school fees, food, repairing their house, etc.  We will have 
a lot of people in town and our community, unknown to us, coming to see who you are and we want 
to start on the right foot with them.

To quote a local community leader: "The first missionaries came with a lot of 'relief's' - 
giving people food, clothing or bicycles.  The problem is people would use up or sell what they 
received then sit and wait for another 'missionary' to come give them.  They tried to help but the 
missionaries created dependence - not blessings.  We don't need things, we need Jesus.”



Promises: I know that as you see the work we do and get to know our children, promises about 
future trips and fundraising will try to spring from your heart.  Please, please, we beg you do not 
make any promises.  That is the greatest source for disappointment and hurt for our children and 
staff.  The temptation to express how touched you are by our gracious children will be great - but - 
our children still ask about others who came here 5 years ago wondering when they are coming 
back because 'they promised'.  I would rather you say nothing and come back for a 2 week stay than 
promise to come stay for 6 months and never send an email.  If you are not married, you will get 
invitations to get a husband or wife :)!  Please, even in jest, do not agree to anything in anyway.  
People here are serious in these issues and are making a genuine offer.  It will be very hurtful and 
rude to play like you are accepting or promoting this in any way.

Sarcasm: In American culture we may use sarcasm to show affection and love or use it for negative 
reasons.  In Ugandan culture we don't understand that kind of talk.  It makes people think that you 
hate each other when you use sarcasm and they often come to me very confused 
and insulted.  We only speak graciously and with kindness to everyone.  We may tease each other a 
little but we never use sarcasm.  So, please be aware of this and gently encourage a team member 
if they continue to use sarcasm.

House guidelines: The ladies will be sharing their own bathroom at my house which is a private 
master bath.  The men will be sharing the hall bathroom at my house.  I must beg the ladies to 
please be sure they do not put anything in the toilet.  We will be emptying the bathroom trash 
several times a day so please - not even toilet paper. With this big a group any paper in the septic 
can be a disaster - as I can attest to by experience :)!  So men, the same goes for you as well.  Please 
do not put any toilet paper in the toilet and we will empty the trash several times a day.

We do have an instant gas hot water heater now so don't worry about using hot water - it just 
gets hotter the longer it is used.

Please be mindful of others regarding your time in the bathrooms.  Limit your bath/shower to 
a reasonable amount of time.

Keeping in touch back home:
-Internet phone number: 936-650-2049
Please keep your time limited and be mindful of others who may want to use the phone as well.
-Internet: Use only at night, after debrief.

We have good internet service and a wireless router so you can stay connected.  I also have 
an internet phone - magic jack - so all calls to the states are free but respect the needs of others and 
limit calls to 5 minutes.  The magic jack phone number is local to Huntsville, Tx so it can be called 
from anywhere without long distance or overseas charges.

We are thankful for you, the heart God gave you for us and your prayers!  We are praying for 
you and your preparations for this journey.  Please feel free to ask any questions that come to 
mind.  We want your stay with us to be a joyful and blessed experience.  WE desire to bless you 
as you come to bless us.

In Christ,
Philipo
Founder and Volunteer



Packing List

Clothing
Pack 3 changes of clothes.
lightweight rain jacket
short sleeve shirts/T-shirts
lightweight pants/jeans/skirts
underwear and socks
sleepwear
hat and walking shoes
sunglasses

Documents
Passport
copy of passport in checked bags
immunization record
airline tickets
frequent flyer numbers
emergency contact information
credit card (for emergencies)
spending money and money belt (waist belt best)

Personal Hygiene
bath soap
shampoo/conditioner
deodorant
toothbrush (2)
toothpaste
sunscreen and lip balm
contacts + spare; solution;
glasses
shaving cream/razor
feminine products
hand sanitizer/wipes

Medications
insect repellant (DEET 25% +)
personal medications
malaria medication
allergy pills and nasal spray
cough drops
anti-diarrheal
antacids
pain reliever
Tylenol PM or sleep aid (optional)

Bible
notebook and journal
extra pens
ear plugs (optional)
head lamp/flashlight
pictures of family/friends
camera/film/memory card
charger for electronics
extra batteries

Snacks: energy bars, gum, beef jerky, dried fruit



TEAM MEMBER MANUAL
AGREEMENT

I, _____________________________________ (name spelled) have read and understand all the 

instructions, cautions and prohibitions explained in the Team Member Manual including the article 

(*) from the pastor in Nairobi and the article (*) on “10 things you need to know...”.  I agree to 

follow all the instructions written here and any additional instructions from our team leader and/or 

the staff in Uganda.  I also agree to be a team member who leads by serving others.  I consider this 

opportunity an honor and a privilege to serve God.  I commit to show mercy, grace and kindness to 

my team members and leaders and the staff of Iganga Hope Ministries Outreach in Uganda.  I will 

show patience and grace to any government official, policeman or airline employee so they may see 

Christ and His love for them. 

____________________________________________________

Signature 

_____________________________________

Date

*See addendum  



The Christian Vision Project
The African Planter
Nairobi Chapel pastor on mission trips, and working well across cultures.
An interview with Oscar Muriu

Africans are not looked on as colonialists or imperialists. Usually Africans enter a society at the 
lowest rank. We are non-threatening. We tend to be looked down upon. Jesus himself entered 
society at the most vulnerable point, as an infant, threatened, unwanted—a refugee. This tends to 
be the door that Africans use to enter communities around the world.

Americans don't do missions that way. Americans always enter from the top. Because they're well 
resourced, they represent a majority culture. If you try to enter quietly into the city of Nairobi, we all 
know that you're there! But when I go into London, I can enter quietly—except for the police, 
people don't notice me. I think that actually puts us at an advantage in terms of the communities 
around the world that we can enter.

What must Americans learn, and unlearn, to be effective agents of God's mission in the 
world?
When you look at the Scriptures, Paul's model of missions is very different from the model of 
Western missions in the last 100 years. The West has designed a model of missions that only 
works for the West.

It depends on a monetary unit that is recognizable internationally, it depends on a strong economy 
that has a lot of disposable income, so that a lot of missionaries don't even go to the church for 
support. They go to the general community, to their networks of friends and family. In Kenya, you 
cannot support yourself that way as a missionary.

Likewise, Americans enter the economically depressed communities of the world with a lot of 
resources. They come and stay in hotels. Paul's model says, "Stay with whomever opens their 
door to you."

When I come to America, I depend on the goodwill of Christians in this country to open their doors, 
because I can't afford to stay in hotels. But when Americans come to Kenya, they prefer to stay in 
the hotels.

We are a very hospitable people. But we've found that Americans want their space. They want to 
be picked up from a hotel in the morning and be dropped back in the evening. And they can afford 
to pay for their space. They can afford to eat what they want. They can, in a sense, travel with a 
little bubble of America around them.

But the two-thirds world cannot afford this model. In my own country, until recently, when you left 
the country, you had to pay an airport tax, collected in U.S. dollars. I'm not even out of my country, 
and they are refusing my money! And if I pull out my money in this hotel here, they wouldn't know 
what to do with it. But you pull out the greenback anywhere around the world, and they're happy to 
take it!



So what is the alternative model of missions?
Well, Paul presents a model that depends on hospitality. When Africans come into the U.S., they 
go where they can find hospitality. The second largest population of Sudanese in the world is in 
Minneapolis—St. Paul. When a Sudanese comes into America with no money, that's the first place 
he goes. Sure enough, he will know somebody, and he can depend on that network of hospitality.

So we want to be a catalyst in missions, to wake up the African church and say, "We may not be 
able to use the model of missions that the West has used, but we have other models." We can 
design new models that do not depend on money. We have our ways of getting into countries, our 
ways of surviving in those countries, of enabling one another.

Your church has a huge vision. How can churches in the West help? We're used to sending 
short-term mission teams over to paint walls …
Yes, and after you leave, we repaint many of the walls that you painted! (Laughter.)

Okay, seriously, do short-term mission trips help?
They work for the West; they don't work for us very well. We don't call them "short-term missions" 
any more. We call them "short-term learning opportunities." The problem with calling it a mission is 
that it implies an agenda. There's something I need to come and do for you, or to you, to better 
your life. In reality that doesn't happen in two weeks. Life is far too complex for that.

The greatest benefit is that you come and you learn. Unfortunately, not enough short-term 
volunteers are listening to the two-thirds world, who receive them.

Americans tend to be very poorly informed about the world. America generates enough news on its 
own that its news organizations don't have space for international news. Yet America exports so 
many movies and so much news that everybody around the world knows about America, whereas 
American knows about nobody.

So what happens when there is an interchange?
As a Kenyan I was quite familiar with America long before the first time I came here. The culture 
shock for me is minimal. But Americans know almost nothing about Kenya. And so the culture 
shock when they come is very deep. Some of them see destitute poverty for the first time ever.

When you see poverty in America, on your television, it is sanitized. But the first marker of poverty 
is that it smells. That's how you know real poverty: the smell. I have watched short-term missioners 
come in, and I've realized, Oh boy, we need to go and debrief quickly. Because they're weeping, 
they're broken, they have an immense sense of guilt. This is more about them than it is about what 
they came to do.

Are such "learning experiences" the best use of our resources?
The problem for Americans is that if a church isn't doing these things, it isn't cool, and the youth 
program isn't cool. So there's a lot of pressure for all youth programs to do this. Short-term 
experiences have their place, but they need to be more carefully constructed. All too often a church 
says, "We'd like to come for a short-term experience."

Then they say, in so many words, "We're going to do A, B, C, D, and we're in charge."



We want to say, "Guys, you're coming as our guests."

Do you know that when the President of the United States travels, his people take over all the 
security of the nations he travels to? When he came to East Africa, the airports were completely 
taken over by Marines. The local policemen were moved out. The attitude was We don't trust you. 
Your people could be terrorists. We'll do things our way.

Short-term missions tend to be like that: they come and completely take over the agenda, 
the programs, the life of the church. But that's not the way you visit a friend.

Besides bringing an agenda, what tends to distinguish the American personality?
Americans have two great things going for them culturally. One is that Americans are problem-
solvers. Every time I come to the U.S., I like to spend a couple hours in a Wal-Mart. I find solutions 
to problems that I never thought of!

The rest of the world, even Europe, isn't so intent on solving inconveniences. We tend to live with 
our problems. In America you almost never go into a house where the sinks have two taps, a cold 
water tap and a hot water tap, because that means you have to mix the water in the sink to get it to 
the right temperature. You have these single faucets that mix the water before it comes out. It 
makes perfect sense. But that's a problem the rest of the world wouldn't even think to solve.

Americans don't easily live with a problem—they want to solve the problem and move on. The rest 
of the world is more willing to live with the problems.

The second great thing for Americans is that your educational system teaches people to think and 
to express themselves. So a child who talks and asserts himself in conversation is actually 
awarded higher marks than the one who sits quietly.

How are these traits seen, say, in Africa?
Those two things that are such great gifts in the home context become a curse when you go into 
missions. Americans come to Africa, and they want to solve Africa. But you can't solve Africa. It's 
much too complex for that. And that really frustrates Americans.

And the assertiveness you are taught in school becomes a curse on the field. I often say to 
American missionaries, "When the American speaks, the conversation is over." The American is 
usually the most powerful voice at the table. And when the most powerful voice gives its opinion, 
the conversation is over.

So what should talkative, problem-solving Americans do?
I tell Americans: "We're going into this meeting. Don't say anything! Sit there and hold your 
tongue." When you sit around a table, the people speaking always glance at the person they 
believe is the most powerful figure at the table. They will do that with you when you're the only 
American. And at some point, they will ask you: "What do you think?"

Don't say anything. If you say anything, reflect back with something like "I have heard such wisdom 
at this table. I am very impressed." And leave it at that. Affirm them for the contribution they have 
made. Don't give your own opinion.



Americans find that almost impossible. They do not know how to hold their tongue. They sit there 
squirming, because they're conditioned to express their opinions. It's a strength at home, but it 
becomes a curse on the field.

In a sense western missions has been marked by that. But isn't it strange that Jesus not only 
entered society incarnate at the weakest point, as a defenseless child who needed the care of his 
host community, but he also told his disciples: "Do not go with money; do not go with a second pair 
of shoes; go in a stance of vulnerability; be dependent on the communities you visit"? Isn't it 
interesting that for 30 years he doesn't speak out; doesn't reveal himself; he remains quiet, and 
only after 30 years of listening and learning the culture does he begin to speak.

So how can Americans communicate well with Africans?
When we communicate in Africa, we are very guarded in what we say. We don't want to offend. 
Westerners say that Africans never tell you what they really think. They tell you what you want to 
hear. And yes, that's true! Because from our perspective, every engagement between two people 
always has the potential of leading to a lifelong relationship, or preventing a lifelong friendship.

Africa is a very relational continent. It's the relationships that make society work.

In the U.S. things work irrespective of relationships; in fact, if you have a relationship, it can 
sometimes work against you. In Africa it's the opposite. So we are always guarded and gracious in 
our communication. We want to guard the relationship. When the Bible says, "Speak the truth in 
love," we err on the side of love. The possibility of a relationship means I cannot tell you the total 
truth until I am secure in this relationship with you, until I know that the truth will not hurt this 
relationship.

You do it differently. Speaking the truth has a higher premium in your context, so you are 
unguarded. You speak the truth, call a spade a spade, at whatever cost. And if the relationship 
suffers, well, that's too bad, the important thing is that the truth was spoken.

We never do that. I've had to learn to be more assertive in my dealings with Americans just so they 
would hear me! I have had to learn to speak truth more directly. Americans have to learn to listen 
to the relational side of things.

Your church has developed some deep partnerships with churches in the United States. What 
have been the key ingredients of those partnerships?
In each of these churches it's been important to find a bridging relationship—someone who comes 
in quietly, speaks slowly, is a good listener, and is trying to learn.

Many churches in America have been inspired to think about the needs of the world, but they may 
not know of anyone who can play that role. How does a church in North America cultivate those 
kinds of people?
There are several starting points. First, many churches should start with cross-cultural 
opportunities nearby. The most important is the racial divide. The tensions that govern that divide, 
things left unsaid, presumptions, stereotyping, are the same as at the international level. But at the 
international level they're more easily disguised so that you think they don't exist. Whereas here, in 
the racial divide, you know they exist, they're the elephant in the room, and you know they have to 



be brought up at some point, otherwise the conversation isn't really going anywhere. So I think 
that's actually the first cross-cultural training ground.

A second would be internationals who have come to live in America. They are wonderful bridges. 
They understand Third World perspectives. They can be your "consultants."

The third approach is to send individuals. We have an exchange program with Chapel Hill Bible 
Church in North Carolina and with Elmbrook Church in Wisconsin, where we exchange our 
budding leaders to serve on the pastoral staff for one year. After that year in another culture, they 
come back and become a bridge person. That exchange gives those individuals the gift of seeing 
that the world doesn't always work from your cultural perspective. If you send us a young leader, 
we will do all we can to ensure that he doesn't incarnate into the missionary community in Nairobi, 
but that he incarnates into the African community! A year is a short time, but when those leaders go 
back, they can think bi-culturally.

Are there enough such churches in Africa to handle this level of partnership? I'm afraid once we 
publish this article, you'll be overwhelmed with churches wanting to do this with you.
In the whole continent of Africa there are increasingly more. What you need to become bicultural is 
a mentor, someone you can sit with on a weekly basis who will help you begin to understand our 
world from our perspective. It doesn't have to be a church like the Chapel; it could be a church in 
the slums that partners with a church like ours. In a cosmopolitan place like Nairobi, where so 
many have traveled overseas, there are countless potential mentors. And in the whole of Africa, 
there are multitudes of such churches.

The task we at the Chapel have is to say to other churches, wake up, there's a golden opportunity 
here to craft a new model of missions. So come, learn with us. There is enormous potential for us 
all to learn together.
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10 Things You Need to Know Before Going on a Mission Trip

 

 Summer is approaching and we’re heading into Mission Trip Season.  I’ve been on some, I’ve lead 
a few, and if I could sit down with you over a pot of fair trade Ethiopian coffee while you take a 
break from packing your duffle bag, here’s what I’d tell you.

First, great job rolling your clothes instead of folding them.  You don’t want to be that girl with the 
hugest bag on the trip.  Pack everything you think you’ll need, then mull it over, ditch half of it, and 
start over.

Try everything.  Eat everything.  What an amazing opportunity to soak up a piece of another 
culture.  I force invite everyone on my teams to Uganda to eat the tilapia eyeballs.

Seriously, so excited for you.  If I may share what I’ve learned along the way, here are 10 things 
you need to know before going on a mission trip.

(1) Avoid poverty tourism.  Search your heart.  If you’re going on this trip to have a “great 
experience” or to help yourself feel grateful for all that you have back home or to take photos of 
hurting people, please don’t go.  You are part of a larger story, and it’s not about your week.

(2) Don’t be an elephant.  Here’s an excerpt from one of my favorite books about poverty 
alleviation, When Helping Hurts.

…mission expert Miriam Adeney relates a story told to her by an African Christian 
friend:

Elephant and Mouse were best friends.  One day Elephant said, “Mouse, let’s have a 
party!”  Animals gathered from far and near.  They ate.  They drank.  They sang.  And 
they danced.  And nobody celebrated more and danced harder than Elephant.  After 
the party was over, Elephant exclaimed, “Mouse, did you ever go to a better party? 
 What a blast!”  But Mouse did not answer.  ”Mouse, where are you?”  Elephant called. 

http://www.amazon.com/When-Helping-Hurts-Alleviate-Yourself/dp/0802457061/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1368457026&sr=1-1&keywords=when+helping+hurts


 He looked around for his friend, and then shrank back in horror.  There at Elephant’s 
feet lay Mouse.  His little body was ground into the dirt.  He had been smashed by the 
big feet of his exuberant friend, Elephant.  ”Sometimes, that is what it’s like to do 
mission with you Americans,” the African storyteller commented.  ”It is like dancing with 
an Elephant.”

Whether you’re going on a mission trip or serving here at home, I encourage you to read When 
Helping Hurts, which offers practical guidance for how we can truly help the materially poor and not 
hurt them.  The book also outlines the different kinds of poverty, and how those of us in the west 
have our own spiritual and relational poverty. This book is required reading for our teams and helps 
us get on the same page about why we’re going and what we’re doing.

(3) Look people in the eye.  Learn their names.  Stop and listen to their stories. 
 Say to them, “You matter to me and to God.  I am invested in your future and I 
will not abandon you.”  And mean it.

(4) Ask before you click.  On my first trip to Uganda, I was told to take photos when we were 
passing out care packages to the elderly, sick, and child-headed homes.  At one home, I lifted my 
camera to snap a photo of an elderly couple sitting in the dirt and felt sick to my soul.  That photo 
never saw the light of day.  I wanted to fling myself at them and ask their forgiveness for stripping 
them of their dignity.  If children are smiling and dancing and asking you to take their photo, then 
bless them with that.  Otherwise, ask first and trust your gut if it’s telling you to stop.  Don’t turn 
your camera into a weapon.

(5) Take trips that represent an ongoing relationship.  I tell the members of my teams that we 
represent a larger sponsorship community back home.  We are partners with the people of Adacar 
who are doing the daily work at the CarePoint.  We are there to support our peers who work 
tirelessly for the children and to love the kids and let them know that their sponsors love them, pray 
for them, and root for them.  When the team leaves, the relationship doesn’t end.  We are in this 
for the long haul.  We are standing in the gap to support them as they heal from generations of 
violence and disease.  We will be here until they don’t need us anymore, and we are working with 
them to work ourselves out of a job.  When that happens, when they no longer need our support, 
we will still have each other, because we are friends.  We’ll still have the relationship.

(6) Multiply yourself.  If you have a particular skill that you’re using while in the field, take the 
opportunity to equip those who are there long-term, if possible.  For instance, we took a mid-wife 
last year who performed sixty prenatal exams in one day.  When we found out that she’d be 
accompanying us, I contacted the leadership there, who organized a midwife training.  Midwives 
from the entire region came, and our midwife was able to start a dialogue between the traditional 
midwives and the clinically-trained midwives.  The work done on that day was much more far-
reaching than simply one visitor performing some exams.

(7) Receive the incredible blessings they offer.  People around the world are generous.  They 
are more generous than we’re sometimes used to here in America.  When I lived in the Balkans for 
a summer, I regularly had college students drop their studies, invite me in, make Turkish coffee on 
a hot plate in their room, and spend hours talking about everything from what they’re studying to 
whether or not they believe in God.
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On my husband’s last trip to Uganda, one of our sponsor daughters gave him her prized chicken. 
 Alex is the most generous man on the planet and he could not stand to relieve her of her most 
valuable possession.  He humbly gestured, “No, you keep it.”  Our Esther was undone.  She was 
devastated that he refused her generosity.

After many, many tears and many, many translated apologies, Alex came home and told me, 
“When you go this summer, TAKE THE CHICKEN!”  And we did.  Each sponsor on our team had 
the privilege of visiting his or her sponsored child at home.  By the end of that day, our bus was 
filled with clucking, pooping chickens, which may or may not have been dinner later that week.

(8) Be a story-gatherer and a storyteller.  Ask thoughtful questions.  Take notes. 
 Tell their stories with respect and gentleness.

(9) Give yourself.  Don’t give what they don’t need and don’t ask for.  Listen.  Be a learner. 
 I’ve brought less on each trip to Uganda.  Give your arms and hugs and your lap and your dancing 
and singing.  On the first trip, I arrived with duffles stuffed with crafts and candy and toothbrushes. 
 I didn’t understand the need.  I pictured sitting down with groups of kids, stringing beaded 
necklaces, coloring pictures.  I was greeted with 500 children who knew they needed to scramble if 
they didn’t want to be left out.  Desperate children stretching out hands for a few beads. 
 Unneeded toothbrushes for children with pristine, white teeth.  Brawling, pushing, stealing.  I 
created that.  It was my fault.

With each trip, we’ve brought less and listened more.  We’ve focused on meeting needs through 
the CarePoint, not getting off the bus like it’s Santa’s sleigh and we’ve come with our bag of 
presents.  We give hugs.  We give encouragement.  Through the program, we give food, 
discipleship, education, and medical care.  We give love.  We give Jesus.  We don’t give the West. 
 We don’t give America.   

(10) You are not the savior of the world.  On one of my trips to Africa, there was a large group of 
missionaries all wearing brightly colored teeshirts emblazoned with SAVE AFRICA.  They seemed 
very sweet, and very sincere, but I couldn’t help wondering what the plane filled with Africans 
thought about the shirts.  As Westerners, it’s common to get swept up into the mentality that we 
need to save people.  I’m not the savior of the world. I know only one Savior of the world, and his 
name is Jesus.  My work in Africa is simply to support the awesome work that they’re already doing 
on the ground.

The friends that I’ve made in Uganda and Ethiopia, the incredible people who are working daily in 
their communities to bring hope and healing to their neighbors and children, they have taught me 
so much about faith, about waiting, about serving, and about community.  They’re the reason I’m 
learning more about our own foster system here.  Their example to me is leading me to want to do 
more in my own community, to be more like them.

Short-term missions have been abused.  We have gotten it wrong so many times, but there is a 
place for short-term missions, especially within the context of a long-term relationship.  I always 
want to evaluate my trips, listen, and learn how to be a better life-long friend.

“Listen, my dear brothers and sisters: Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world  to be rich in faith and to 

inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him?” James 2:5.

“If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can 
the love of God be in him?  Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and 
in truth” 1 John 3:17-18.
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