Returning
Home:
dealing with the trauma of re-entry
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Introduction
Leaving the mission field and returning home, perhaps to a very
different country, can be a very traumatic event. The more dissimilar
the two cultures are and the longer time a mission worker has
been away, the greater the possibility of resulting trauma.
This booklet has been written for the benefit of mission workers
working with Avail, and their families, friends and sending church.
It suggests ways of dealing with this issue and provides some
practical advice to make the whole process easier. This includes
some of the ways in which Avail can offer help.
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Preparing to Leave
Practical issues
People leave the mission field for a number of reasons. Firstly, it may come about
following a sense that the work that the Lord called them to has been completed.
Secondly, family matters such as children’s education or caring for elderly relatives
may arise. Thirdly, young adults of mission worker families will sometimes leave for
university and other educational or career opportunities. Fourthly, political crises may
happen such as governments expelling workers, often with minimal notice, or major
national or natural disasters may occur. Of course, in many cases it may be a mixture
of things.
It is essential to know that such a course of action is the leading of the Lord. There
will be many pressures and a variety of matters to be considered, but the only
absolutely certain requirement is to know the will of God. All other issues can be
worked through once the Lord’s will is known, however difficult those things might
prove to be. Later, when doubts and temptations arise motives may be questioned,
not least in your own mind, so a clear sense of the Lord’s will is very important.
As you begin thinking about such a major step it is wise before acting to discuss it
thoroughly with a wider group of people. This group would probably need to include
immediate family, respected mature friends, the leadership of the home sending
church and possibly the local church in the host country as well. Avail would also
be happy to talk to you and discuss issues with you at this point. It may be that our
experience in this area would benefit all concerned.
Once you are clear that the Lord is leading you to return, the process of thinking
through the issues and preparing the heart can begin. Identifying areas of cultural
differences between the home and the host country and how you have coped with
them would be a good place to start. The more dissimilar the cultures, the more
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issues are likely to be raised. Matters of dress, lifestyle, customs and values might
be some of them. Talking with family, close friends and church members will help
you to identify some areas you might not so easily recognize yourself. As part of this
process you may wish to consider the following:
• How have these things affected you during your term of service?
• How much have you changed since you first went to the field?
• How have you coped on previous re-exposure to your home culture, for example,
on home assignment?
• Where have your ministry and your personal life been best fulfilled?
• Where will you live?
• What will you do for work and income to support yourself and your family?
• Where will you find spiritual fulfilment and be able to operate in your spiritual gifting
and ministry?
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How will your children re-adapt to home culture, schooling and relationships?
How informed are you in relationship to home culture?
How closely connected with friends and church have you remained?
How strong has the network of your support structures been?

These and many other questions will form in your mind and will need to be explored.
A major change of this scale is hard enough to manage without having to deal
with other factors as well. If, for example, re-entry happens to coincide with other
change, then further challenges will be faced. Such matters might include separation,
for example, young adults leaving the family for further education, bereavement,
retirement or traumatic events in the host country. You may need help to address
these additional emotional issues.
It might be helpful if at an early stage you contact a close family member or friend in
the country you are returning to who you can speak to regularly. Such a person can
serve as a bridge between the culture you are leaving and the one you are returning
to and so help smooth the transition period. Try to keep in close communication with
them so that new issues or concerns can be quickly identified. There will also be
benefit in talking with a wide range of people. This will enable you to draw on a rich
and broad experience.
When you know you have to leave, planning well ahead will also help in the local
situation. Good closure is desirable. Relationships on all fronts need to be handled
as sensitively as possible. Good relationships with fellow mission workers and
team members are vital to maintain. Where there is responsibility in the church or
for a specific project or ministry it is wise to ensure there is proper handover. We
recommend that you plan succession carefully in advance, so that you avoid hurried
and makeshift arrangements; all this needs considerable time to develop. Formal
relationships with government officials and other local dignitaries also need to be
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conducted in an honourable manner. This will ensure the door is always open for
possible later involvement or future service, whether for you or others. It is important
that the testimony of the Lord is upheld in all these types of relationship so as not
to bring shame on the gospel. Clearly it is desirable to avoid leaving the slightest
suggestion that you are trying to build your own empire or merely looking after your
own interests.
You will also have to think carefully about dealing with property and possessions.
There will need to be a balance between funding the return home and giving the
appearance of trying to sell everything for maximum profit. Money will obviously be
needed but sensitivity in this area would be appropriate so as not to give a wrong
impression.

Emotional issues
Along with all the practical matters to consider there is the emotional side of things
for a mission worker to prepare for and come to terms with. Leaving can be like
bereavement. You may well have invested many years in a foreign culture so that it
has become like home. Deep friendships will have probably been forged and much
hard work put in to see a work established. Suddenly you are leaving everyone
and everything. Saying goodbye is very emotional. Tears may suddenly come and
emotions may swing.
Added to this, children’s reactions and emotions have to be handled with
understanding and care. They may find some things harder to manage than their
parents, in that their responses to the changing situation might be altogether different.
If the children’s welfare wasn’t the reason for the homecoming, they may resent going
‘home’. As with any bereavement there may be tears, anger, confusion and so on – all
of which can be normal reactions to loss.
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Arriving Home
Cultural adjustments
Avail advises that on returning home no time frame is set to regain a sense of
full re-integration. Try to avoid putting unrealistic expectations upon yourself. From
the experience of others we suggest that, at the very least, eighteen months will
be necessary for the process if you have been away for a number of years. The
particular difficulties to be faced will vary according to culture, the conditions attending
the change, and, of course, your own personality and coping mechanisms. Some of
the following remarks are drawn from experiences that mission workers known to
Avail faced on returning to the UK from a developing country. They illustrate how little
things or quite unexpected things can disorientate a perfectly well-balanced person.
We believe the suggestions noted below for successfully coping with these changes
can, however, be applied to mission workers returning from other kinds of host
countries, not just developing ones.
There will be many things to adjust to, as everything will have changed since you
were last in the country. Things will not work in the same way. The pace of life is likely
to be intimidating and the range of choice bewildering, which is particularly difficult for
women. Shopping that once used to be simple becomes overwhelming in the face
of the superabundance and variety of goods on supermarket shelves. Shock at the
prices of goods will be common, as will a keen awareness of waste. There is an
overload of information on every hand. Time can become oppressive: everything is
arranged on a tight schedule organised by diary appointments. It seems as though
you are on a train that is inexorably moving too fast to get off! Even the weather can
be difficult to adjust to, especially if you are returning from a hot climate to where it is
often wet, dark and cold. This very fact can be depressing for some people.
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Friendships will have to be re-established; even old, longstanding friends will have moved
on in their lives and there will be a need to renew ties with them. For a long time it will
feel as though you are an outsider looking in on life rather than being part of it.
Values in the culture you have been working in may strangely seem better. For
example, people in the UK are unlikely to greet people in the same elaborate and
unhurried way that they would in “warmer” cultures. Memories of the country and
culture left behind will flood back, accompanied by fluctuating emotions. Friends,
co-workers and other mission workers on the field will also be missed; they may
have failed to write or kept in touch. You may sigh with relief that some of the
practical difficulties you experienced abroad have been left behind. But then you
will experience disappointment when you find similar things at home, where not
everything goes smoothly either! Dealing with large faceless organisations with
automated telephone systems can be hugely frustrating. Banking and other financial
institutions can take a long time to sort out matters, so patience is needed. On
the other hand, when the novelty of re-entry wears off life can be become quite
monotonous without the variables of the developing-world cultures, including its
unpredictability and hassles.
You will also need to be prepared for the physical toll that working overseas can take.
It may take many months to get over a sense of total physical exhaustion resulting
from the mental and emotional strain of working under pressure for so long. Re-entry
itself can add to this toll.
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Family
Where family relationships are close and spiritual values are shared the family will be
a crucial place of safety for the returning mission worker. It is very likely that the family
would take the lead role in helping you and any dependants return and settle into
your new environment. They would usually know you better than anyone else and
would be best placed to identify your needs and understand your emotions.
Where the family does not share your faith and values, returning might bring other
relationship issues. In this case a close personal friend or church member might be
the person best placed to support you.
Every situation will be different, but in each you will need someone or some people
very close to you to identify with you and support you through the process.

Church issues
Church will also feel different. You may have the sense that you don’t fit in or have
a place. Some mission workers have experienced the trauma of returning home
to a church that has fragmented or even ceased to exist! Many in the church will
fail to understand what a returning mission worker is going through. After having
had a defined role abroad, and having of necessity been a main player where you
have been giving out and ministering frequently, you may well suffer an identity crisis.
You may wonder what your new role might be, or even if there is one for you at all!
Sadly some mission workers develop a sense of self-importance, having had people
deferring to them all the time. This can lead to difficulties when they no longer are in
such a position! It may be tempting to see weaknesses in the church, an apparent
lack of spirituality, materialism or worldliness. You may then feel a corresponding
desire to “fix” things, when it would be inappropriate or hasty to do so. Being aware of
this and sharing your concerns with trusted friends may prevent over-reactions and
mistakes.
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Practical Advice
What practical steps to help can you take then? Avail suggests you consider the
following.

Church relationships and friendships
Re-integration with the home church is vitally important. We strongly advise that
you have a good, early and unhurried time of de-briefing with the local elders and/
or one or two of the Avail trustees. In this way help can be directed to specific areas
identified. This should be an operational and an emotional de-brief, a time to chat
through and unravel issues and feelings. If there has been a crisis or a history of
significant problems resulting in your returning home, then further discussion is even
more essential. Rebuilding friendships and making new ones is also needful, so that
people can meaningfully pray and begin to understand the adjustments you are going
through.
Developing one or two key relationships, preferably with people who have been
through a similar process themselves, may prove very helpful. It is good to meet
frequently with them so that you can talk and share about difficulties you encounter.
For women it may be helpful to find a family member or friend who you can go
shopping with; this makes shopping for food etc. so much easier. It is also useful to
get someone who can take you bargain hunting and helpfully advise you about
fashion sense and the like. This is a great way of building confidence and gaining
experience again. A small ring of close friends who regularly pray and offer support
would be invaluable.
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Every returning mission worker will want to share and talk about their years in the
country that they may well know and love best. Friends who understand that need
and are able to listen and allow you opportunity to talk often about it will be invaluable.
Very few people generally will have any conception of what you have experienced
and known as “normal”. Even well-informed people may have difficulty allowing or
encouraging such talk. This is where friends are so vitally helpful.

Work and routine
Getting back into a work environment will be very challenging for the mission
worker. If you have professional qualifications, you will almost certainly need to look
for courses to refresh your skills to prepare you for the modern work place. A
regular wage will be necessary for most, especially if you have family responsibilities.
Contacts within your professional sphere may be needed, and much support will
be necessary in this vitally important area. Part-time work if you have fewer financial
responsibilities can also be very helpful. It provides a routine and some structure and
sense of purpose to a week, which is often painfully absent during the resettlement
period. A source of income is also beneficial in giving a sense of independence. Even
if work isn’t forthcoming, keeping busy can be a positive stimulus, and exercise is
valuable for wellbeing. You may need to address other financial matters including
pension arrangements and retirement planning.
One area of major adjustment will be in the way husbands and wives function. Often
in the field husbands and wives will have operated as a team doing many things
together. In the returning culture this is less likely to be the case. More commonly
you will have to find different roles and will generally be working separately from one
another.
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Along with the need for work will be the need for suitable accommodation for the
returning mission worker. This will be especially important for families having the
added concerns of settling children in schools. But the issues described aren’t
unique to families, and single people will find these equally challenging. You and your
dependants will need considerable help and support in establishing yourselves
in your own home and community again. If family, friends or churches can offer
accommodation in the short term to help you settle back home, this will enable you
to make longer-term decisions in a more informed manner.
Providing means of transport for you on your return is another important area for
supporters to consider. This is the case even if these are temporary arrangements
until you are financially able to provide for yourself.

Family life for those re-entering
In the case of families we advise you spend plenty of time talking and being together,
even if the prevailing culture is different from this. Children need lots of reassurance
during the first twelve to eighteen months in their new environment, and possibly
beyond. They may lack reference points or cultural clues that their peers have grown
up with. Consequently they may feel alienated in their home country and culture, and
dislocated from what they were comfortable and familiar with.
The timing of re-entry for children of school age is also important. This may be
especially significant around the transition period between primary and secondary
education. It might well be a good plan to return in time for children to have at least
one term in primary school. They can then establish some friendships before making
the adjustment to secondary school, which is sometimes difficult. You may also need
to have a word with your children’s teachers. It may be necessary to explain your
child’s lack of understanding of ‘how things work’ in the system and the need to
overlook their occasional inappropriate responses.
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Sports, games and music are often common interests among young people, and
children feel the need to identify with their peers more keenly than adults. It is well
worth preparing them for the current fashions in these areas in advance of your
return.

Young adults
Young adults returning alone while their parents remain abroad have unique and
special needs. Not only are there the re-entry issues discussed, but also they may
have struggles related to independence and issues around their own identity. They
are often referred to as Third Culture Kids, a term coined recently to identify young
people who, for whatever reason, have lived for sustained periods in two or more
cultures. This leaves them with no clear sense of belonging to either the culture they
are leaving or the one they are returning to.
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In such circumstances, where possible, it can be of great value for these young
people to be given hospitality by close family members or close family friends. As a
way of providing “surrogate parents” for them this is preferable to, for example, having
them stay with well-meaning but not well-suited church acquaintances. Experience
has shown that, notwithstanding the initial excitement about their future prospects,
they will often feel quite lonely and vulnerable. They may live with a sense of having
gained too much independence too soon. Handling their own money and budgeting
can sometimes prove challenging.
Behaving appropriately for a young adult in a drastically different cultural context can
also be hard and require some careful mentoring. An understanding, experienced,
parent-friend can help to address these real concerns.

Health issues
We recommend a medical examination for any returning from overseas. Mission
workers can arrange this when they register with a General Practitioner, who can
refer them for further investigations if particular problems are identified. It is also good
to take advantage of any routine screening programmes provided. Avail’s Medical
Director can be of help if you meet with difficulties in this area.

The need for patience
Taking time to enjoy aspects of life that were missing in the culture abroad is a
positive blessing. Enjoying privacy, taking quiet walks in the countryside, enjoying
coffee and newspapers are all therapeutic things to do.
Be prepared to wait on the Lord. Read much and pray often. Learn patience,
especially in relationship to church, ministry and responsibility. Recognize it will take a
long time for you to adequately get a grasp of the new culture you have returned to.
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Avail’s role
Avail is also available to help in any way possible providing support to returning
mission workers. Our trustees are experienced in the area of re-entry both pastorally
and professionally. There are also mission workers who have previously returned from
the field and have experienced the same things who are willing to offer their advice
and help. Areas included in this might be, for example, issues of children and their
education, especially secondary and university education, and family responsibilities.
Much help will be forthcoming from your home church, but Avail can work with your
local leadership to fill in any gaps. Where there is little church support we are prepared
to be more fully involved.
In addition, Avail has access to some key services. Direct advice is available on
the workings of the NHS so that you can address health issues appropriately. This
includes, for example, advice on registration with a General Practitioner and related
practical matters. We are also closely associated with a Christian independent
financial consultant who has committed himself to be available to mission workers
working with Avail. His advice can be invaluable, as there are many financial questions
for returning workers to address.

Finally
Remember above all that it is the Lord who orders your ways and your days. Your
value to Him remains undiminished. He will not allow you, or others being blessed
through you, to miss out. He will rather lead, guide and direct your heart into His predetermined will and calling as you wait upon Him in faith. You will need to determine
in your heart to follow the Lord as you go through these great challenges. One of
the greatest will be the working of new character in your life as you learn to yield to
Him in the face of trials, difficulties and change. Ultimately He will cause all things to
work together for your good, your blessing and the further fruitfulness of your life and
ministry.
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Recommended Reading

Re-Entry: Making the transition from missions to life at home
by Peter Jordan (good for families)
Honourably Wounded: Stress among Christian workers
by Marjory Foyle (helpful for those who have been hurt serving overseas)
Serving as Senders: How to Care for Your Missionaries
by Neal Pirolo (for church leaders)
The Reentry Team: Caring for Your Returning Missionaries
by Neal Pirolo (a thorough, biblically based resource with helpful anecdotal material)
Doing Member Care Well: Perspectives and Practices from Around the World
by Kelly O’ Donnell (Editor) (a thorough resource for all aspects of member care)
Third Culture Kids: The Experience of Growing Up Among Worlds
by David Pollock (a helpful book for understanding the issues affecting mission
worker children)
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