One Week That Changes Everything
College International Mission Trips

By Emmjolee Mendoza Waters, Catholic Volunteer Network Board Member

What is the current interest in international service on a college campus? Are short term international mission trips popular on campuses? Are students who participate in these trips more likely to be interested in long term service? How can a connection be made between students who participate in university international mission trips and Catholic Volunteer Network member programs?

I am not a researcher by any means; I am just a campus minister (at The Catholic University of America) who asks a lot of questions. My deductions and conclusions are not based on research and statistics, but they are based on my first hand experience of bringing students on 1-2 week international mission trips. I know that there are many other universities that have been organizing such trips much longer than CUA, so I am sure my colleagues would have more sound and solid data. My experiences and conclusions are based on an institution comprised of approximately 3,000 undergraduate students.

Catholic University’s international mission trip program has been in existence since 2001. It began with one student who was able to convince the University Chaplain and director of Campus Ministry to bring a group of 15 students to Guatemala for three weeks in the summer. Since then, Catholic University has brought approximately 400 students to Guatemala, Panama, Belize, Honduras, Jamaica, and Tanzania. Currently, CUA has about four international mission trips each year. Each mission team has approximately 14-20 students plus 1-2 staff members. 

At CUA there has been a significant rise in interest among students. More and more students apply each year to be a part of one of the international mission teams. For the 2007-2008 academic year, there were approximately 70 applicants for the 20 person Jamaica spring break mission trip and about another 70 applicants for the 12 person trips to Belize and Honduras. Because there was such a large interest in these mission trips, two more trips were added.


Why the rise in interest? I am not sure there is just one answer. I asked some CUA students and these are some of the answers I received: 

· Some students are interested in studying abroad, but because of academic constraints they are unable to. The spring break and summer international mission trips work best for these students. 

· Students are becoming more interested in international issues and global education.

· Students desire to live out their faith life by serving the poor.

· As students come back from these mission trips, they share their stories which get more people interested and excited about the possibility of serving internationally.

· Students recognize that they are privileged and that there is a responsibility in giving back to those who need help. 

· The CUA international mission trips are fairly affordable for students.

By now you must be wondering - are students who participate in international short term mission trips more likely to be interested in long term service? I think that the students who participate in these mission trips have a better understanding of what long term service is and their hearts are more open to it.

Brian Niemiec, a senior at CUA, went to Jamaica on one of our mission trips. The following year, he served as one of the student leaders on the mission team. Now he is discerning long term service once he graduates in May. He says that his experience in Jamaica “opened his eyes to the needs of the global community.” He says that these “short term international mission trips make places like Jamaica less intimidating if you have never been there before. The international mission trips really teach you about the needs of the community that we are serving. The trips orient you to what long term service could be like.”

So how do Catholic Volunteer Network programs connect with these students who participate in college international mission trips? I speak on behalf of CUA, when I say that it would be great to connect our students to your organizations. Catholic Volunteer Network member programs have a wealth of knowledge and experience in training, orientation, retreats, and overall formation. If you are able, get in touch wth the organizers of these kinds of mission trips and see how collaboration can be made. 

I pray that more students on our campus will consider international mission trips as an opportunity to serve God. I hope that these experiences will only open their hearts and their minds to the possibility of serving God’s people through long term service. 

 

