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At the core of short-term mission is the essential 
reality that it’s all about relationship. 

CultureBound for Short-Term Teams explores the 
fascinating intersection where short-term mission 
crosses relationship.

Our prayer is that you and your Christian 
community will look at short-term missions in a 
new and different way – not as so many projects,  
but as the privilege of bringing people into a 
healthy relationship with other people, and  
above all, with God. 
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Relationships —  
our short-term mission.
A GROUP OF PEOPLE ARE ON THEIR WAY TO 
ANOTHER PART OF THE WORLD. THEY ARE NOT 
GOING FOR TOURISM OR PLEASURE. THEIR TRIP IS 
NOT FOR BUSINESS. 

They are going as part of their Christian faith, intending to serve the people of  
that other land. Sounds pretty straight forward when we phrase it like that but 
let’s look a little deeper.

Who are the people involved? What relationships connect them?

Relational Group #1 
The short-term ministry team 
We have the group of people who are traveling. There is a leader or a leadership 
team within the group, and there are others who are not leaders, but each have 
particular functions in the group. The members of this group are not all the same; 
there are differences in age, in gender, in experience, in gifts, in roles within  
the group. 

4



Relational Group #2
The short-term ministry team and the long-term mission workers 
Short-term mission trips almost always work alongside a long-term mission team. 
A family or group that has been in their field of service for years will coordinate 
with the short-term group. 

The long-term and the short-term team members bring different things to 
the relationship: the long-term team can provide needs like housing, food, and 
transportation. The short-term team offers work or other service, financial supply, 
and needed skills — all the way from a prayer team to construction. 

It is easy for short-term mission teams to completely forget that part of their 
calling is to build a healthy relationship with the long-term missionaries already 
on site. At the same time, the long-term missionary team needs patience and 
wisdom to balance the needs of the short-term team with the realities of life. 

There are times when the expectations of the short-term team are simply  
not possible, and it is up to the long-term missionary team to shepherd that 
short-term team’s expectations so they can best meet the realities of that  
mission setting.

Relational Group #3 
The short-term team and national believers 
Whether the short-term team is working on a construction project, providing 
medical relief, or leading a children’s Bible school, there will almost always be 
interaction between the short-term team and the local Christian community. 

This relationship needs a level of cultural awareness to avoid misunderstandings!  
Hopefully that cultural awareness can go both ways, so that the traveling group 
has some idea about the life patterns of the national church, and the national 
church has insight into the lifestyle patterns of the visitors.
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Relational Group #4
The short-term team and national  
non-believers
Every time the visiting group enters a restaurant, 
gets on a bus, or walks down the street, there will 
be interaction with the people who live there. 

Are the visitors “the sweet savor of 
Christ” in their interactions with the 
people they cross paths with? 

Relational Group #5 
The Priority Relationship 
Horizontal relationships are simply between people – like the horizontal 
relationships between the members of the short-term team and the long-term 
team, the national church, and the national unbelievers. 
But there is another relationship that is more important than any other!  

Every one of the groups just mentioned is also in vertical relationship —  
a relationship between people and God.

How is God at work in the short-term team? What is he doing through the  
long-term presence of a mission team, and how does he weave the short-term 
team in? What is God doing to open hearts to his gospel? Are the short-term 
members watching to see God at work? 

We all know of short-term mission trips that focused on completing projects, and 
certainly completing needed work is important. But at CultureBound, what we 
encourage you to add to the work is relationship. 

So on your next short-term trip, our prayer is that it weds together a focus on 
completing the work projects that are before you, and the real needs of  
relational people.
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An arrow with two arrowheads.
WHEN TEACHING ABOUT RELATIONAL MISSION,  
WE OFTEN USE ARROWS TO SHOW THE  
CONNECTION BETWEEN TWO OR  
MORE PEOPLE. 

An arrow between father and mother pointing to their relationship,  
for example, with other arrows connecting each of the children to each  
of the parents.

But it is important to keep in mind that the mother and the daughter  
bring different things into the relationship. The “arrow” has two  
different arrowheads!

The mother might bring physical comfort, food and health into  
the relationship. The daughter, depending on her age, might  
bring obedience, respect, and household chores to the relationship.

What about the arrowheads that are found in short-term mission trips?
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There are a lot of different things that each of the groups bring to the 
relationships! Spending some time talking about the expectations of each  
group can be a very healthy exercise, helping to avoid strained relationships.

As an example, some friends of CultureBound are Africans who have received 
many North American short-term teams to their ministry site in East Africa.  
Part of the relationship between the African hosts and the American team is  
that funds are sent ahead of time to help with buying food, arranging 
transportation, etc. 

The American team, from a culture that includes government oversight of 
charitable expenses, always asks for receipts for the funds that are received  
and spent.

The African team, on the other hand, sees honesty and integrity as inherent in 
the people and relationship, and they do not have a government need to ask for 
receipts for their purchases.

As you can imagine, the relational patterns lead to great opportunities for 
misunderstanding! The American team needs receipts for government-required 
record keeping, and the African team feel that receipts are only necessary where 
honesty is in question!  

What are some “arrowheads” that describe what a short-term 
team brings to its relationships?

Skill to serve 
Whether music, carpentry, cooking or praying, part of the arrowhead of the short-
term team is a skillset that is used to serve.

Network to introduce other people 
Sometimes the most relational thing that one person can do is introduce his/her 
friends to yet another person. We have all had that recommendation to a new 
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doctor or pastor. In our internet connected world, the connections that we can 
make from one person to others can be an important part of what we bring  
to relationships. 

Knowledge  
Teaching and learning are a major part of human relationships. What do you 
know that you can share with someone else? What can you teach to those around 
you? Sometimes the most valuable thing that we bring to a short-term team is 
not what we do but what we teach!

The sweet savor of Christ 
The spiritual presence of a Christ follower who ministers through prayer and Bible 
is an important “arrowhead” in the relationship between a short-term team, the 
receiving long-term mission team, and the receiving community. Ministering 
through prayer, songs and hymns is a powerful contribution to healthy and 
fruitful relationships.

Willingness to learn, receive and accept 
When you see a different pattern of life than what you are used to, learn about 
it. For example, watching how Latin Americans care for aging family members 
is a skill that increasing numbers of US families are needing to develop as our 
population ages.

Often the greatest gift we can give as we form a new relationship is the gift of 
receiving. When someone offers wholesome food, receive it — even if the flavors 
and textures are not what you normally eat.

When someone offers to teach you a skill – accept it. Our intentional  
willingness to accept what isn’t familiar, connects the arrows and makes for  
new relationship.

Let all the arrowheads you bring to your short-term mission  
experience and relationships, form in both directions.



Relationships follow a pattern.
WHAT IS CONSIDERED NORMAL AND APPROPRIATE 
FOR A RELATIONSHIP HAS TO DO WITH WHERE YOU 
ARE AND THE CULTURE YOU ARE WITH. 

You learned relationship by watching your parents and older family members, 
by being corrected by your teachers, and by seeing both positive and negative 
models of relationship around you. 

This kind of learning leads to a knowledge we call intuitive. People who learn 
this way do not even realize that they know something. It is so normal, that the 
expectation is that everyone must live that way as well!

So what are some of the intuitive ways of relating to other people? 

There are two kinds of relational patterns that cultures teach to their young, 
but that might be very foreign to people from other cultures — Individualism/
Collectivism and High/Low Power Distance.
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Individualism/Collectivism 
Do people relate to one another based on what is best for the group? Or based on 
what is best for the individual? Individualist cultures ask, “What is best for me?” 
Collective cultures ask, “What is best for the group?”

One interesting study asked people from an individualist culture to describe a fish 
tank. The observations went into detail about the color, size and movement of the 
individual fish. 

When the same question was asked of a collective culture, they described 
the group of fish, and the colors, size of the tank and rocks. We see the world 
differently depending on the relational patterns of our culture.

High/Low Power Distance 
Is it good leadership to be “one of the group”? Or is it better to use clothing, titles, 
and perks to set the leader off from the people? 

High-Power Distance cultures base the relationship between the leader and the 
people on the expectation that the leader gets privileges that “regular people”  
do not get. 

Low-Power Distance cultures see equality as the better pattern. 

Relationships between people are shaped by other cultural patterns as well. 
These two examples help the short-term team to expect that relational patterns 
between people in their host nation might be different than the patterns  
at home.

Relationships between men and women, young and old, teacher and student, or 
client and store-owner might all be quite different than what the short-term team 
is used to.

Through CultureBound’s short course “CAST” (Cultural Awareness for Short-term 
Teams), short-term teams are helped to recognize the patterns of relationship 
that they come across. Call or email us today to make a reservation for this 
training before you send your next team.
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A two-way relationship  
with God.
OUR TASK IN SHORT-TERM MISSION IS NOT 
ULTIMATELY ABOUT PROJECTS OR THEOLOGICAL 
POSITIONS. OUR CALLING IS TO KNOW GOD,  
AND TO MAKE HIM KNOWN, AND TO BRING THE 
NATIONS INTO A RELATIONSHIP OF ETERNAL  
AND PROFOUND VALUE.
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When we think of relationship, our minds naturally go to the idea of horizontal 
relationship. We touch, see and hear other people all day long. We have good 
relationships with some, tense relationships with others. And that’s what we  
think about.

But we also have a relationship with God. Whether a person recognizes God or 
not, He is near to them and is involved in their life — in him we live and move and 
have our being!

There are two arrowheads on the “human/God” relational diagram, too.  
Think about this for a moment . . .

God brings to us: Creation [He is the Creator], his presence, his provision,  
his protection.

He gave us his salvation and forgiveness. He opened the door for us to walk with 
him, to sup with him. He sent his Son as our Savior and his Spirit as our Comforter. 
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He gave us his Church as the Bride of Christ, the gathered congregation of  
his people. 

What is our part in this relationship? Without faith it is impossible to please God. 
Hear his voice — listen for his guidance. Obey what we know to be his will. Love 
him with all of our heart and soul and mind and strength. Love other Christians as 
a demonstration of our walk with him. 

CultureBound values deep theological reflection and pondering the truths of the 
Bible. At its root, though, the Christian life and our walk with God comes down to 
a two-way relationship between God and people. 

In short-term mission, may we see teams grow in their relationship with God.  
May we teach and model a living, breathing, loving relationship with God —  
a relationship that can be just as real in any culture, on any continent.
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Long-term relationships from 
short-term trips.
A SHORT-TERM TEAM GOING TO MEXICO ASKED THE 
IDEAL QUESTION BEFORE LEAVING ON THE TRIP. 
“WHO IS OUR AUDIENCE? WHO ARE THE PEOPLE 
THAT WE’RE GOING TO BE SERVING?” 

In this case, the team decided that their service was going to focus on the 
missionaries themselves rather than on the Mexicans served in the culture and 
community they were visiting.

This decision has turned into over 
20 years of really deep friendships 
as this team continues to minister 
God’s word and grace to these hard-
working missionaries. The key is that 
the team determined in advance who 
the audience was they were going 
to serve and they have continued to 
keep focused on the relationship with 
those missionaries.

Another short-term team from a 
US church illustrates first-hand how 
relationships are an ongoing process. 
This team determined to work with 
the congregation of another church in 
Europe, ministering and establishing 
relationships with the believers 
already attending that church. 

Now, over a decade later, believers from both the churches continue to visit back 
and forth with each other and enjoy rich relationships that have grown over time. 
They go through the ups and downs of life together and see encouragement  
and ministry happening. It’s a long-term perspective stewarded from a short-
term trip.

But the relationships of the team also pour out through this European church’s 
evangelistic outreach to those in their community. So not only does the team 
continue in relationship with the congregation, it also continues in a short-term 
capacity in serving alongside these church friends in reaching their community 
with the gospel.

So understanding how relationship plays the key role in the short-term team’s 
perspective, can make all the difference in turning a short-term trip into a long-
term relationship. 



Cultural Awareness for Short-Term Teams — CAST prepares teams of youth 
and adults to effectively serve people from a different culture.

CAST training for short-term teams, both traveling inside and outside your 
homeland, is now available right where you live.

Learning independently through recorded sessions, or gathered live with a 
cohort small group, CAST training with CultureBound starts online. Our new and 
enhanced training portal allows for all aspects of the training to be accomplished 
on your schedule. 

As part of the online training, you are then instructed on how to travel within 
your own community to where people from other cultures live. It’s there that you 
practice what you’ve learned. 

And learning by doing has always been a key tool in CultureBound’s training. That 
includes guiding our students through engaging with other cultures, through 
live, experience-based learning wherever they are in the world. 

But you’re never alone. CultureBound trainers are coaching virtually along the 
sidelines, while you and your church group engage in experience-based learning 
down the street or across the world. 

CultureBound for Short-Term Teams 

Where you learn how to learn a new culture. 
CultureBound.org

Training for the short term  
can last a lifetime.
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As our world becomes more diverse, church communities are blessed with the 
unique opportunity to build relationships and share the Gospel of Jesus Christ 
across cultures.

CultureBound training is designed to prepare you for successful cross-cultural 
connections and intercultural interactions.

You’ll learn how to learn a language and culture, become a part of a community, 
and view your neighbors in a different and positive way.

Connect with CultureBound.org

CultureBound 
OnLine and OnSite


