· As you begin to pack, you may want to double check your baggage, because you just might be carrying something that can make your trip a little more difficult.  No, it’s not that extra sweater, or that special pillow you “just have to take”.  Odds are you won’t even know that you’ve packed it.  It’s something called cultural baggage.
· How many of you have ever gone to bed hungry because you didn’t have enough food to eat?  Did you know that in 1990, there were 10 million babies born malnourished?  Every day, 950 million people go to bed hungry.  That’s hard for us to think about as we pass the myriad of fast food restaurants on the street and try to decide which one we want to eat at today.  

· In a country that, until just recently, has been free from the threats of war and terrorism, we don’t realize that there are 60 countries currently involved in some sort of significant armed conflict, whether internal or external.  Millions of people live every single day feeling like we did on September 12th.  

· We don’t question our right to go to church, worship as we please or read our Bibles in public.  Around the world, there are over 440 million people who have no access at all to the Scriptures.  In a world of 1.9 Billion Christians, over 41,000 are martyred every month - that’s every 30 days - for their faith.  

· As you travel overseas, the perceptions and ideas that you have about your life at this point will be challenged.  You will realize that the rest of the world doesn’t live like you do.  In fact, you are in the minority.  It’s easy for us to assume that everyone else lives like we do in America.  NOT SO!  Be prepared to be stretched, tested and tried as you spend time in another culture.  The old adage will prove true:  You don’t know what you got ‘til it’s gone.  

· In 1987, the Population Crisis Committee released the Human Suffering Index which lists countries that experience suffering based on areas from lack of freedoms to poverty and population growth.

· Of the countries classified in the “extreme human suffering” category, 24 are in Africa, 6 are in Asia and none are in the Western Hemisphere.  The top 5 are Mozambique, Angola, Afghanistan, Chad and Mali.  The least suffering country is Switzerland, with the United States coming in as the 5th least suffering.  

· As we think about Human Suffering, we can’t help but think about the rights that we have has human beings.  The right to food, shelter and clothing make us think differently about the way others are treated around the world.  Discrimination and prejudice are prevalent here in the United States, as well as all over the world.  We tend to judge people based on their race, their cultural backgrounds, even their health status.  

· Take AIDS, for instance.  Twenty years after the first clinical evidence of HIV, there are over 60 million people infected with the disease.  AIDS has become the most devastating disease mankind has ever faced and is now the 4th leading killer worldwide.  Over 1/3 of those living with HIV/AIDS are between the ages of 15 and 24 and were not infected through the traditional means that we often think about.  

· Why do we feel so vulnerable when our rights and beliefs are tested?  Could it be because we feel we “deserve” it?  Does society “owe” us something?

· 2001 will be remembered as a year where many of our human rights were threatened and violated.  After the events of September 11, the world as we knew it would never be the same.  Terrorism and war were things that seemed worlds away, yet as we sat glued to our TV’s for several days straight, what still seems to be just a dream, shocks us back to reality when we realize that people really can do terrible things to innocent people.  And what makes it even scarier is the fact that it was all done in the name of religion. 

· Islam is the 2nd largest religion in the World, accounting for 21% of the population.  It is also the fastest growing religion with projections saying that by the year 2023, there will be as many Muslims as Christians.  

· During 1994-1995, the growth of Islams outnumbered the growth of Christians by 6 to 1.  They grew by 235% vs. Christians which only grew by 47%.  Islam is the 2nd largest religious group in France, Great Britain and the United States. 

· Robert Kennedy once said, “What is objectionable, what is dangerous, about extremists is not that they are extreme, but that they are intolerant.  The evil is not what they say about their cause, but what they say about their opponents.”  

· According to some, the events of 9/11 brought about a sense of  “false” patriotism.  People all of a sudden realized that the “land of the free and the home of the brave” was something to be proud of.  People started flying, buying and wearing flags.  Could it be that people were searching for something solid to believe in?  What 915,000 people in 1996 believed about our country as they tried to become citizens was forefront in the minds of “home-grown” Americans.  

· According to the 1990 census, there were over 19 million people living in America who were born in another country.  In 1996, over 5 million people were living here illegally, with an additional 275,000 more trying to come in each year.  What is it about America that makes people so desperate to live here?  Do we really understand what all the fuss is about?  Did you know that every year, the INS has a Green Card Lottery that enables 55,000 people to obtain permanent resident visas?

· These people come into our country, wanting to be a part of our society and instead, they are often discriminated against and trampled upon, literally and figuratively, because they are from a different ethnic background.  How many of you have gone to the airport in the past 6 months, seen someone of Middle Eastern descent and prayed that they weren’t getting on YOUR plane?

· The Federal Department of Justice has a Community Relations Department that acts as a “peacemaker” for state and local governments.  Its main objective is to resolve conflicts and tension arising from differences in race, color or ethnic background.  It seeks to offer alternatives to violence which can ultimately lead to a new incident coined as a “hate crime”.  Of the 8055 documented hate crimes in 2000, 53.8% were based on racial biases, 18.3% on religious biases, 16.1% on sexual biases, 11.3% on ethnic biases and .5% on disability biases.  Looks like what Robert Kennedy said about intolerance doesn’t just apply to “those” extremists.  

· Unfortunately, many of these people we discriminate against are in our own country.  They don’t look like us and they don’t believe like us.  If there is such a prevalence of difference here in the United States, what do you think it will be like when you travel overseas?  That cultural baggage begins to get heavier and heavier, doesn’t it?  

· According to the Joshua Project (AD2000), there are over 318 people groups in the world that are “untargeted”.  This means that there is no on-site church planting effort and no mission organization committed to church planting efforts.  With over 600 million non-professional evangelists trying to share the Gospel, these 318 people groups have not been reached, nor is there any effort underway to do so.  In countries from Afghanistan to Laos to Yemen, these groups account for over 32 million people who have never heard the name of Jesus Christ.  That’s 24% of the world’s population. 

· You have an enormous task ahead of you this summer.  With threats of violence, war and civil unrest, people are hungry to hear about ways they can feel safe.  They want to know how they can have a secure future.  You hold the key to telling them about a secure eternity in Jesus Christ.  One of the best ways to share your beliefs is to first be comfortable without them.  Understand that most people you will be in contact with won’t believe like you do.  They don’t understand things like faith, worship and joy in Christ.  Leave your cultural baggage at home.  Even the most subtle differences in culture can make an impact on what kind of response you get.  Be aware of these differences and learn to adapt.  It will make a world a difference in the kind of experience you have overseas.  

