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DEBRIEFING

It is known that transition into any new season of life 
can be fraught with unexpected challenges, both glaring 
and subtle. After serving on board, re-entry back into 
mainstream life can come with massive challenges. As 
an organization, Mercy Ships recognizes that returning 
home after living on a ship in Africa, with 450 others 
from over 60 different nationalities comes with its own 
set of unique challenges.

Debriefing has been shown to be a valued part of a 
person’s support system when returning home. It has 
been ranked first in a study on a list of things people 
found helpful on their return and a close second was 
spending time with others who have also returned from 
living overseas, who can relate to you better than most

(Watts, 2018- Navigating Relocation). Yes, debriefing can 
be hard work and is sometimes seen as an option just 
for those who ‘are struggling’. However, we recommend 
that everyone participates in these key steps: adequate 
self-care, engaging in a debriefing process, and 
intentionally taking time out after your service. These 
will help you successfully navigate life before, during, 
and after your time with Mercy Ships.

The fact that you've opened this guide proves that 
you see there is value in taking time out to reflect, 
talk, breathe and process before moving into the 
next season of life. Jesus took time out during his 
ministry and saw the value in moving away from the 
busyness and chaos of life and having the opportunity 
to recharge and prepare for what was ahead.  Until 50 

... the process of gathering information and analyzing an event or situation after 
it has occurred. Used to help individuals process experiences.

years ago, many missionaries returning on a boat from 
their service abroad had 6 weeks to rest, recharge and 
reflect, re-evaluate and take stock of what they had 
been through. (Expatriate Living, 2018). We are now 
denied this in modern day living and only have a flight 
home before we return to ‘normal life’. We are caught 
up in the flurry of ‘welcome homes’ and before we know 
it, we have not had a moment to breathe and reflect. 
You suddenly realise that cultures have changed, 
fashion is different, friends and family have changed, 
and the fundamentals of life as you knew it are put out 
of joint. The depth of change can be quite vast. 

You may be glad for the changes or you may not. 
Everyone is different but at the end of it all, you have 
changed too. Your world view has potentially been 
adjusted from what you saw on the ship. Your outlook 
to things may have changed and you may find it tricky 
to communicate your feelings to those around you. 
This is where debriefing can really help and we highly 
recommend you consider participating in one sooner 
rather than later. 

Choosing to take the necessary steps for returning well 
will not only impact you, but also those around you. 
It is important to explore the various aspects of your 
journey and prepare for the next season in life. We have 
pulled together some information which we hope you 
will find helpful in choosing a debrief option. 

In an effort to accommodate individual styles and 
preferences, we have gathered a variety of resources. 
We know that not everyone likes reading books and 
blogs and you may find an organized retreat more 
appealing. We hope you find something helpful!
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WHAT IS LEAVING WELL  
AND WHAT DOES THIS LOOK LIKE?

Leaving well means staying involved in the here and 
now until everything is over. During the leaving phase 
stress nearly always increases. This time of stress is a 
good time to gather and reflect on things that will bring 
back good memories.

As you enter this time of change, remember that God is 
the unchanging anchor of your life. God has called you 
to join Mercy Ships for this season. He has also called 

you for this next season in life. He provided for you 
then, He will provide for you now.

You are closing a chapter in your life and going through 
intentional activities to bring closure to this season is 
important and beneficial. This resource will provide you 
with some resources and activities to use as a family 
during this time of leaving and entering.

The leaving stage begins when you first seriously consider leaving and ends when 
you walk off the gangway on your way to the airport. The leaving stage takes time, 
and during it you may face some challenges. During the leaving phase, it may feel like 
you are living in “two worlds”.

LEAVING WELL 
CHECK LIST ✓
  Create a Leaving Well Bucket List – things you 

want to do one last time 

  Gather important memorabilia to take with 
you – local artwork, received gifts, fabric 

  Create list of essentials that need to be taken 
care of prior to leaving 

  Create online photo album – this will help 
during re-entry and trying to explain this season

  Reflect on your time on board – what was hard, 
what was wonderful 

  Create farewell list – what and who do you 
want to say farewell to and how 

  Reach out to family and friends – (re)
connecting will help Think Destination (see 
RAFT) 

  Ask people to pray for you – we need God in 
our going and we need Him in our leaving 

  Remind yourself who you are grounded in

We have this hope as an anchor for 
the soul, firm and secure. 
Hebrews 6:19 

The purpose of an anchor is to prevent a ship 
from drifting due to wind or current. As Mercy 
Shippers we are very familiar with anchors and 
mooring lines to keep our ship secure and safe. 

When going through transition it is important to 
remember who and what we are anchored in, 
so we don’t drift but stay safe and secure. 
• What and who keeps me safe and secure 
when circumstances feel messy and over-
whelming? 
• What are some things that you love or enjoy 
doing? 
• Who does God say you are? 

Jesus Christ is the same yesterday 
and today and forever. 
Hebrews 13:8

R.A.F.T. 
Each letter of the RAFT stands for a part of your 
journey. Here is a way of explaining the RAFT and 
suggestions on how to build one:

In any journey, there are a lot of bumps along the 
way. The bottom of our raft is where all the rocks hit. 
We must patch up the holes in order to start a new 
journey well. The letter R stands for Reconciliation. 
Write down or draw a picture of what reconciliation 
means and how we can patch any holes in our raft.

The letter A stands for Affirmation. In a raft we can 
feel safe because the sides keep us above water. To 
affirm means you compliment others, encourage 
others, and make them feel good about themselves. 
List ways to affirm one another.

Often the people next to you are the best part about 
being in a raft! It’s hard to say goodbye to friends 
you have met on the journey. The letter F stands for 
Farewell. Sometimes you don’t want to start a new 
journey because you’re happy where you are.

Sometimes you have conflicting feelings. You are sad 
because you will miss friends and things you must 
leave behind, but you might also feel excited for 
what’s to come. Share with others how you are feeling 
about leaving and how you can say farewell.

You have repaired the holes in your raft by 
reconciling, made those around you feel good about 
themselves through affirmation, and said those tough 
goodbyes. Now, let’s think about our destination. The 
letter T stands for Think Destination. When rafting 
down a river, it is helpful to know where you are 
going. Create a word cloud or collage of all the things 
you already know about your destination.  

Trust in the Lord with all your heart and 
lean not on your own understanding; in 
all your ways submit to him, and he will 
make your paths straight.

Proverbs 3:5-6

LEAVING AND RE-ENTRY 
TIPS AND TOOLS
Building a RAFT is a familiar but powerful tool that will help you leave well. Each 
part of building your RAFT will help you walk through this season in a healthy 
way. It will still feel hard and messy, however, it will help you to be intentional 
and not skip the hard stuff. This is often how and when we grow the most.
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THE TRANSITION BRIDGE  
LET’S WALK DOWN THE GANGWAY TOGETHER!  

OLD NORMAL (SETTLED) 
Solid land beneath our feet. Things are known to us; we 
are known to others. Life is predictable, comfortable, and 
familiar. 

LEAVING 
Begins when we encounter an event or make a decision: 
graduation, new job, move, marriage, children, loss 
of job, death. We step onto the bridge with fear and/
or excitement. We realize we are leaving our place of 
comfort. We experience mixed emotions. We enter 
a season of preparation. This is not the case in every 
situation though. Sudden loss or disaster doesn’t allow 
for preparation. Leaving also brings endings. Normal 
routines are broken, our role/status is changing. This may 
result in losing our ties with people, ending commitments 

and responsibilities. It may also include celebration, but 
also grief due to goodbyes. Throughout Leaving we may 
experience a mix of emotions as well. 

IN BETWEEN 
This stage begins with Chaos, when we leave our place 
of comfort, and ends at Acceptance, when we make 
the conscious decision to settle into the new place. And 
there can be a huge gap between those two that seems 
impossible, called a Liminal Space. This is “the time 
between the old reality and sense of identity and the 
new one.” In Chaos, we may feel like we don’t know who 
we are, what’s expected of us, and we have no idea what 
we are doing. We might be exhausted, overwhelmed, 
indecisive, and out of control. It feels like there is nothing 
to hold on to. 

In our life we all encounter transitions. Small ones (holiday in a foreign country), 
medium ones (change of work) and big ones (becoming a parent) for example. 
We all face these transitions in our own way. Knowing the different phases of 
transition can help you deal with it as smoothly as possible. And help you set 
expectations for it. 

LIMINAL SPACE 
The word liminal comes from the Latin root, limen, 
which means “threshold.” It is a space that partially 
sits on both sides of a boundary, not totally in one or 
the other. It is a space where you have left something 
behind, yet you are not yet fully engaged in something 
else. In the Liminal Space lies an unexpected gift: a 
chance to step back and look at our life, to examine 
if the patterns, practices, and relationships that were 
present in our previous life still serve us well.  

When we are going through Chaos, it seems like 
everything is up in the air, which can seem unnerving 
and confusing. But we can also choose to make the 
space to reflect and consider what we would like to 
become, or how we would like to behave, and what 
things we would like to subtract from our lives going 
forward. After a time, which unfortunately can never 
be predicted, we begin to feel something new stirring. 
Like a fog gradually lifting, we begin to move out of the 
Liminal Space. We have come to a place of Acceptance 
that the old normal is gone and something else is 
ahead. 

ENTERING 
We enter into Beginnings as we take the tentative shaky 
first steps of settling into this new stage. We find new 
routines and rhythms. We begin to know the places 
to go, the people who can help us, and start to reach 
out to others and take some risks. Hopefully, we begin 
to make new friends and try out new roles. As we feel 
out this part of Exploration, sometimes these steps 
work out, and sometimes we feel like out of place. We 
make mistakes and missteps. We can feel lonely and 
overwhelmed. We really begin to grieve the losses of 
what was back on the other side of the bridge. 

NEW NORMAL - (RE) SETTLED 
We have a new normal along with routines, defined 
roles, solid relationships, new skills, and a settled 
identity. We feel calm, secure, reflective, wise, 
and confident. Although we may also experience 
disappointment that this new phase or place is not 
what we expected. Overall, we feel like we belong.

BLOG

A Life Overseas
www.alifeoverseas.com/reading-
resources-missions

The blog collective ‘A Life Overseas’ provides that 
place of online connection for Christ-following 
missionaries and humanitarian aid workers 
living in foreign countries – from the past, 
present, or future.  As a team of writers who 
have logged years of overseas experience they 
want to create an online space where ex-pats 
of many nations come together to interact, 
encourage, and find a community that ‘gets it’. 
On this site, you’ll find honest conversations 
about the role and realities of international 
missions, practical advice from others on the 
foreign field and faith-based inspiration for the 
days when you’d just rather go home.

Whether you are new to the mission field, 
thinking of moving internationally or have 
already spent years on foreign soil you will find 
helpful information on this website. The website 
aims to be the doorway to different worlds, 
perspectives and the stories here will lead you 
to a bigger faith, a more effective ministry and a 
greater understanding that you’re not alone.
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Positive comments from returning crew 
about debriefing:

‘�It made me feel valued and helped me to see how I really felt about some things that 
happened while I was serving abroad.’

‘�Receiving reassurance that the pain I felt was understandable.’

‘My debriefer was good at listening, interested in me and grasped what I described.’

'I found it helpful to be asked specific questions about how things may have affected 
me. The questions really helped me articulate how my experiences affected me.'

  �Expect mixed responses from those you speak to on your return.

  �Expect that most people you speak to will have no insight or empathy to situations or stories you 
describe so it’s hard for them to respond appropriately.

  �Some people may not have even realised you were away!

  �Be ready with three responses to the tough, ‘So, how was your trip?’ question: 
 
1)  Two sentences for those who are asking out of politeness. 
2)  Two minutes for those who are asking because they want to know but don’t want a full run down. 
3)  Two cups of coffee or tea for those precious friends or family who give you their ear and let you talk. 
 
Remember that the type 3 person is rare, so treasure them!

  �Don’t be surprised or offended if someone changes the topic back to their lives and mundane details 
about curtains or paint samples when you’ve been sharing a significant story. Don’t be too critical of 
those who do this. Save your two cups of coffee or tea for those who you know will listen; and also make 
sure you listen to them.

  �Take your time in making decisions about what’s next and seek advice from those you trust.

Some quick tips when talking to friends 
and family:
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Processing is the discipline of understanding, 
sorting, and dealing with emotions in a 
healthy way in order for us to have positive 
self-worth and a positive relationship with 
others.” 
– Elizabeth Smith

Many of us will agree that processing our experiences 
and feelings is important. We understand that sharing 
our experiences with one another helps us grow and 
is beneficial to our mental and emotional health. The 
challenge, however, is that we often do not know how 
to do this well or where to start. Processing feelings 
and experiences does not come natural to many of us. 
It requires safety, time, and intentionality. Processing is 
simply taking an experience and exploring what feelings 
and thoughts this experience left behind.

THE VALUE OF
PROCESSING PROCESSING TOOLS AND ACTIVITIES

It is important for everyone to take time to process their experiences in a healthy 
way. Creating a processing routine will help you to do this.  Below are some 
example questions, activities, and books for you to use.

EXAMPLE QUESTIONS

• What gifts did last year bring to you?

• What have you learned? What have you gained?

• What are you most grateful for?

• What are you least grateful for?

• If you summarize this year using one word, what would it be?

• What wishes and hopes do you have for the coming year?

• What will the challenges be, and how can you prepare for them?

• What do you need?

• What makes you excited?

• Do you have any conflicts?

• Is there anything you have lost during the last year?

• Is there anything you can/need to change?

• Is there anything that has frightened you?

• Is there anything you worry about when you think of the future?

• How do you know when you are feeling stressed?

• How do others know you are feeling stressed?

• What do you want others to do for you when you are feeling stressed?

EXAMPLE ACTIVITIES

• Read one of the suggested books in this guide.

• Put together a photo album of this past year.

• Prepare a favorite meal from your host country.

• Go on a hike and take turns listing favorite memories.

• Write an end-of-service newsletter.

• Create a treasure box to collect special items.

• Simply take time to chat together over a meal or snack.

What did I 
think moving 
forward?

THOUGHTS

What did I 
learn and 
want to take 
with me?

GAIN
What do I 
need to leave 
behind? 
Do I need 
help to do 
this?

LEAVE

PROCESSING IN SHORT

What 
experience, 
event 
or other 
memory 
stands out?

EXPERIENCE
What 
emotions did 
I feel in that 
moment/
season?

FEELINGS
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10. I WILL WRITE TO EVERYONE I MET!
This is a feeling that quickly disappears when home. 
Do stay in touch with one or two people.  This 
communication will help you adjust to being home, 
plus it keeps your new vision alive.

9. PEOPLE ARE DYING TO HEAR ABOUT 
MY TRIP!
Very few people want all the details and schedules. 
Prepare a specific story about a person or lesson 
learned.  Share this clearly and briefly.  Leave them 
wanting more.

8. I WILL BE GLAD TO BE HOME!
Of course, there are things you will have missed.  
However, you may experience some re-entry 
adjustment or low mood. Recognise this is a part of 
re-entry.  

7. I HAVE NEW PURPOSE!
You will return with new vision in life and may find 
your home job and activities purposeless.  Ask God 
how you can enhance the activities in which you are 
involved and bring His purpose into them.

6. I AM TRULY SPIRITUAL!
Watch out, this fantasy can cause you to judge and 
judge!  Remember those you are returning to have 
not had the experience you have.  Share what you 
learned and let God work in them.

RE-ENTRY FANTASIES:  

The top ten fantasies of returning home

5. I AM GOING TO SELL ALL MY THINGS!
This is a reaction fantasy.  God may want you to 
adjust your lifestyle for His purposes; however, He 
doesn’t call you to prove something to Him.  Ask God 
to guide you in the areas you need to change.

4. I HAVE FULFILLED MY MISSION'S 
RESPONSIBILITY!
Some people are glad to be back and think they can 
check the “mission’s thing” off their list.  If you stay 
open with God, He will use the experience for His 
purposes for years to come.  Allow your experience 
to change you.

3. GOD IS CALLING MY SPOUSE!
Perhaps He is.  However, remember God had a 
specific plan to change your heart.  He will need 
to work in their heart too.  Be patient with your 
spouse and family when you return.  They may not 
understand what you are feeling.

2. I AM GOING TO BE A MISSIONARY!
This is a fantasy which could become a reality!  If you 
have this idea, don’t become discouraged if it seems 
unattainable.  Seek advice, counsel and move toward 
this one step at a time.

1. I WILL NEVER BE THE SAME!
This is not a fantasy!  You will never be the same.  
How much you allow the cross-cultural experience to 
affect you is up to you!

From: Help!  We’re going on a short-term trip!  
Cultural Link Educational Materials. Used with Permission of Larry Ragan for Mercy Ships.  
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LOOMING TRANSITIONS
Amy Young 
When you go abroad to serve, you’re thinking about the language, the 
losses and the excitement. When you return home you’re thinking 
about your friends and family, the losses and the relief. Most aren’t 
thinking about the process of transition - and yet if you do, it can make 
the difference between a smooth entry and re-entry, or a decidedly 
bumpy landing. A veteran of serving abroad, Amy Young, is the perfect 
companion to guide you through the much-neglected process of 
transition. Practical in nature, Looming Transitions places a strong 
emphasis on:
  Keeping your soul fertile as you stay grounded in Christ 
  Looking for the lighter moments 
  Learning about yourself 
  Helping others 
  Making lists 
  Leaning into grief as you prepare for your transition

BELONGING EVERYWHERE & NOWHERE           
Lois J. Bushong 
Insights into Counseling the Globally Mobile. “Bushong, a licensed 
marriage and family therapist, delves into this previously, unexplored 
world of how to effectively counsel clients raised outside of their parents’ 
home culture. The book is filled with practical examples, interesting 
stories, tips, charts, resources, theories, techniques and discussion 
questions for further study.”

HONORABLY WOUNDED                                            
Dr. Marjory F. Foyle 
As a psychiatrist, medical doctor, and former missionary, Dr Foyle 
provides insights and special help for the stress and pressures of full-time 
Christian service.

WHEN HELPING HURTS                                         
Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert 
When Helping Hurts is a paradigm-forming contemporary classic on the 
subject of poverty alleviation and ministry to those in need.

Suggested reading:

RETURNING WELL 
Melissa Chaplin 
‘Returning Well’ invites you into a guided conversation with 
your Creator that will reveal and apply invaluable insights as 
you reflect on your recent season of cross-cultural service. 
By using 'Returning Well', you will discover how this season 
influenced you, how to re-integrate well, and what moving 
forward in faith means for you.

MAKING PEACE WITH CHANGE 
Gina Butz 
Even when it’s something wonderful, like a job promotion, 
change brings stress. As followers of Jesus, we know God is 
ultimately in control. Yet we are all too familiar with feelings 
of fear, of insecurity, of uncertainty, when our circumstances 
shift. With warmth and compassion, Gina urges us to depend 
on God’s provision and to lean on Him for strength.

GRIT TO STAY, GRACE TO GO 
Sue Eenigenburg and Eva Burkholder 
Staying isn't always good and leaving isn't always bad. Both 
require grit and grace. Cross-cultural ministry presents us 
with many difficulties like transitions, loneliness, messy 
relationships, and the desire to escape. This workbook 
provides thoughtful reflection questions, practical action 
steps, and suggested prayers.

BETWEEN WORLDS: ESSAYS ON CULTURE 
AND BELONGING  
Marilyn Gardner 
Between Worlds will resonate with both those who have lived 
outside of their passport country and those who have not. 
These essays explore the rootlessness and grief as well as the 
unexpected moments of humour and joy that are a part of 
living between two worlds.

READING LIST
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END OF SERVICE DEBRIEF  

ONLINE 
Safe Place - Located in Lehigh, Pennsylvania 
or virtual (Run by a former Mercy Shipper) 
https://www.safeplaceministry.org 
 

CANADA 
MissionPREP  
https://www.missionprep.ca/ 
 

FRANCE 
Barnabas International 
https://barnabas.org/care-for-global-workers/  

Le Rucher Ministries 
https://lerucher.org/
 

NETHERLANDS 
Debriefing Nederland  
https://debriefingnederland.nl/

InTo Mission Debriefing 
https://www.reentry.nl/debriefing/ 

NEW ZEALAND 
Piringa Charitable Trust 
https://www.piringa.org.nz/ 
 

SOUTH AFRICA 
Beulah Christian Retreat  
https://www.beulahretreat.co.za/ 

Le Rucher South Africa 
https://southafrica.lerucher.org/  
 

SPAIN 
Catalyst: Ava 
https://catalystintl.org/avaconference/  
 

SWITZERLAND 
YWAM Chatel Switzerland 
https://ywamchatel.com/en/personal-restoration

Catalyst International 
https://catalystintl.org/ 
 

UNITED KINGDOM 
Penhurst Retreat Center 
https://www.penhurst.org.uk/ 
 

UNITED STATES 
Barnabas International - Various locations 
https://barnabas.org/  

Emmaus Encounter - Near Kalispell, Montana 
https://emmausencounter.org/

Excelling Leaders: Radiant Life Retreats 
Paw Paw, Michigan  
https://www.excellingleaders.org/radiant-life-retreat.html

Mission Training International (MTI) 
Colorado Springs, Colorado 
https://www.mti.org/ 

New Roads Retreats - California 
https://newroadsretreats.com/ 

Safe Place - Lehigh, Pennsylvania  
https://www.safeplaceministry.org/

What is an End of Service (EOS) Debrief?

An End of Service (EOS) Debrief is a structured, relational process designed to help individuals and families 
reflect on their experiences, emotions, and spiritual journey during and after their time on the field. It provides 
a safe space to process challenges, celebrate victories, and gain clarity for future service. This process is not 
counseling but a guided conversation aimed at reflection and renewal. The recommended time frame to attend 
a Debrief is 4 weeks to 4 months after disembarkation. 

Who qualifies for an EOS Debrief funded by Mercy Ships?

Adult long term (Level IV) crew members and their families who have served for three or more consecutive 
years by their disembarkation date qualify at the end of their service. Our Member Care team will help crew 
who qualify schedule their debrief. 
 
For crew members that served for a shorter time, a formal debrief could still be a very valuable option to help 
process your time on board. Our Member Care team has carefully reviewed many providers. The following is a 
list of their recommendations to review and find the best fit for your needs. 
 
If you have any questions about the debrief process, please contact your National Office:
https://www.mercyships.org/international/

If you are unsure who to contact, you can email: member.care@mercyships.org
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If you need any assistance or guidance please contact our 
Member Care Team: member.care@mercyships.org 

Mercy Ships International does not accept any responsibility for the information or services provided by in this guide. 
It is simply meant as a guide. It is your responsibility to research and choose an appropriate service for your needs.

Updated August 2025

Our hope is that you find this guide helpful as  
you explore options to help with your transition home. 


