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Over the past year several groups within our church studied the books Toxic Charity and 

When Helping Hurts by Robert Lupton and Steve Corbett, respectively.  Both books 

provide tremendous insight into the issues surrounding lasting poverty alleviation in the 

world today.  Our groups found both books to be solidly based in scripture and the 

suggested “adjustments” to our traditional approaches to mission work made good sense 

to us.  In light of our studies the leadership of our youth group summer mission trip made 

a number of small changes to the structure of our 2015 trip to East Texas.  The results 

were overwhelmingly positive for all involved!  Youth and adult participants as well as 

recipient families were blessed by the experience.  Most importantly, we witnessed more 

affirmative Christian relationship-building than any of us have ever seen in previous 

short-term mission trip settings.   

 

I offer the following observations to anyone looking to increase the effectiveness of 

similar short-term mission work. 

 

1) Connection with a local long-term poverty alleviation organization 

 

For the past many years our church has undertaken the organization and execution of our 

youth summer mission trips on our own.  We are a fairly large, self-sufficient youth 

group with seasoned leadership.  As a large group our destinations are often selected 

based on the availability of a host facility (usually a large Methodist church).  In 2015 we 

partnered with Zip Code Connection which is a long-term poverty alleviation project  

affiliated with the United Methodist Church.  The benefits to our group were mostly 

small and intangible, but not insignificant.  For example, homeowners and local 

merchants were more accepting of us since they knew we were coordinating our activities 

through someone they knew.  The benefits for Zip Code Connection were significant.  

Our presence in the community was highly visible which gave the ZCC Director the 

opportunity to connect with many of the local people.  Many follow-on activities were 

born out of the week we spent interfacing with the community.  Our church established a 

lasting connection to the local community by committing on-going funds to ZCC. 

 

2) Selection of job sites   

 

Homeowner referrals are usually gathered from every available source and homes are 

chosen by our youth group leadership based on the perceived need and the youth group’s 

ability to complete the work within the allotted week.  In 2015 the homeowner referrals 

were provided almost entirely by the Director of ZCC.  Using a process of “neighbor 

nomination” to find the jobs and screening them before recommending them to us 

resulted in a seamless job site selection process for the leaders of the mission trip.  Also, 



in many cases we engaged the homeowners in the decision making process about the 

work to be done more than we had in previous years.  Through this process we saw a 

definite increase in the level of engagement of the homeowners in the work we were 

doing.   

 

3) Involvement of the homeowners in the repair work 

 

In past years we never even considered asking a homeowner to help with the repair work.  

In 2015 we encouraged homeowners to help with the work in whatever ways they could.  

The results were overwhelmingly positive.  A number of adolescent and teen children as 

well as adult homeowners helped with scraping, painting and other jobs.  This naturally 

created tremendous opportunities for relationship building.  Also, at one job site we were 

not able to finish the work so we left the needed building materials with the homeowner.  

He enlisted some of his friends to help and they finished the work over the coming 

weeks.  When they were done they proudly e-mailed pictures to us of a job well done.  In 

many cases the homeowner was not physically able to help very much, but the team 

assisted them as they “drove the last screw” or “nailed the last board”.  In every case 

where that took place the homeowners beamed with pride. 

 

4) Sunday night outing to meet the homeowners 

 

This was the single most important change we made!  Rather than rolling up in our vans 

on Monday morning like Donald Trump and starting to work immediately (as we did in 

the past) we sent the teams out on Sunday evening to meet the homeowners.  Youth and 

adult team leaders went out, but senior leaders and construction coordinators did not go 

with them.  The Director of Zip Code Connection had done a great job of making 

homeowners aware the teams would be there so all the families were at home and ready 

to receive visitors.  The teams introduced themselves and humbly asked to review the 

work that was to be done.  In every case the homeowners welcomed the teams into their 

homes.  In nearly every case the homeowners opened up and shared with the teams.  

Also, rather than pre-buying the bulk of the needed building materials and having them 

delivered on the Saturday before work was to begin we had the materials delivered on 

Monday morning after the teams had arrived.  This low-pressure Sunday night 

introduction and gradual Monday morning start to the repair work got the teams and the 

families off to a good start.  The positive benefits of the Sunday night introduction cannot 

be overstated! 

 

5) Only one job-site for the week 

 

Instead of encouraging teams to finish their jobs as quickly as possible, as we have done 

in the past, we encouraged them to talk to the homeowners about additional work that 

might be done.  Rather than assigning teams a second job site after they finished the 

repair work at the first job site we encouraged them to stay with one homeowner all 

week.  In the majority of cases the teams were able to find additional work and they 

stayed on the same job all week.  This created additional relationship building and it gave 



the homeowners a lot of ownership in the work being done.  Also, this took the pressure 

off the youth and adults to work extra hard, which they all enjoyed. 

 

 

 

I pray these observations will enrich your mission trip experience.  God bless you and 

those you encounter. 

 

Bryan  

 


