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The loudest objection to partnership with non-Western missions is the fear that it will 
create dependency. We seem to assume that it is better to leave our brothers and sisters in 
Christ alone than to run the risk of making them dependent. But as Chuck Bennett points 
out, to refuse to share our resources with overseas brethren because there have been 
abuses is "like outlawing marriage because we discover some husbands abuse their 
wives. The problem is real, but the proposed solution misses the point."(1)  

The issue of dependency in mission relationships is widely recognized. What is often 
overlooked is that there are two kinds of dependency: healthy and unhealthy. If there is to 
be a productive partnership, it is crucial that we understand the difference between the 
two. Only then can we develop ways to use it constructively.  

Dependency Defined  
Dependency is the state of relying on someone or something. To be dependent is, first 
and foremost, to be reliant on another.  

Reliance can actually be more important than being independent. The fact is that no one 
can go it alone. In many ways, every one of us depends on a wide variety of people and 
institutions. Pastors depend on parishioners, missionaries depend on donors, 
organizations depend on employees, universities depend on students.  

Certainly it is possible to rely too heavily on someone or something. When medical 
patients become habituated to drugs we call it dependency. When people remain on 
government welfare for a lifetime we call it dependency. When an adult child remains too 
long with his parents we call it dependency. Yet when a missionary receives all of his or 
her support from a few churches, we don’t call it dependency. When a mission agency 
relies exclusively on a single association of churches, we don’t call that dependency 
either. Although every church and mission is sustained by multi- lateral dependencies, we 
don’t think of them as being dependent.  

So what makes a certain kind of dependency acceptable and another kind unacceptable? 
Why is it that a dependent child is legitimate but a dependent adult is not? The answer 
lies in the dependent’s willingness and capacity to do his or her part—that is, to take 
responsibility and give something back. Although we are all dependent in countless ways, 
dependency goes over the line when people fail to take responsibility where they can.  

Dependency in the Body of Christ 
Perhaps the first thing to understand is where dependency fits into the Christian context. 
The biblical view of the Church is that it is one body made up of many parts (1 



Corinthians 12:12-27). In this body, God distributes spiritual gifts for the building up the 
Church and putting Christ on display. The nature of the Church is such that as each part 
does its work, the entire body grows in Christ (Ephesians 4:1-16). Is it not outrageous for 
the eyes to tell the hands that they have no need of them? Or the feet to tell the ears they 
are of no use?  

If Christians are to avoid dependency, what are we to do with the command to carry one 
another’s burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ (Galatians 6:2)? What are we to say 
when we see our brother in need and have the means to help (1 John 3:16-20)? And what 
are we to make of Paul’s collection of funds from the churches of Asia Minor for the 
suffering church in Jerusalem (1 Corinthians 16:1-3)?  

Rather than steer Christians away from reliance on one another, the Bible seems to 
celebrate dependency in the body of Christ. Yet this is clearly not the way we normally 
think of dependency. The dependency implied by the image of the body is complimentary 
and reciprocal. One part of the body cannot deny another part without in some way 
denying itself. All the parts of the body are knit together in such a way that every part has 
something to give and something to receive. Perhaps this is why the New Testament 
authors so often remind us of our oneness in Christ. Christians are designed for each 
other as well as for Christ.  

It is important to note that, as with all analogies, at some point the comparison of the 
human body with the spiritual body of Christ breaks down. The parts of the human body 
are obviously mutually dependent. But mutuality among Christians does not happen so 
automatically. It requires a conscious effort. Such dependency demands regard for the 
commands of Scripture and cooperation with the Holy Spirit. The declaration of the Bible 
that the body of Christ is one must be balanced with the demands found in the Bible. All 
of the instruction about how to do good and relate to one another as members of Christ’s 
body are expected from and commanded of all believers. For example, believers are 
declared one in Christ, yet they are commanded to be like-minded, to love one another, 
and to work together with one heart and purpose (Romans 12: 4-8, Philippians 2: 1-2). In 
Christ there is no racial or cultural distinction, yet Christians are commanded to keep the 
unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace (1 Corinthians 12: 13, Ephesians 2: 14-16, 
4:3). The Holy Spirit administers spiritual gifts as He sees fit, yet believers are 
commanded to use their gifts for the common good (1 Corinthians 12: 1-11, 1 Peter 4:10-
11). No part of the body of Christ can cease to be part of the whole, yet all believers are 
admonished to have equal concern for each other, to share in one another’s sufferings and 
rejoice in one another’s victories (1 Corinthians 12: 14-26).  

Clearly, then, dependency in the body of Christ is not passive but very active. It demands 
that Christians take up their responsibilities in the body. Such commands as to share with 
one another (Romans 12:13), care for one another (Galatians 6:2), support one another’s 
interests (Philippians 2:4), and serve one another (1 Peter 4:10) all require responsible 
action. The command to do good, especially to the family of believers, is given to those 
who receive as well as those who give (Galatians 6:10). No Christian—whether rich or 



poor, young or old, weak or strong—is exempt from taking responsibility. That’s because 
responsibility makes reciprocity both possible and dependency beneficial.  

Healthy Dependency  
Taking our cues from the Bible, the kind of dependency expected from and commanded 
of Christians is characterized by reciprocity and responsibility. Thus, in a healthy 
relationship both partners recognize their responsibilities and work to fulfill them. Each 
enters the relationship with a clear picture of what each has to offer and what each stands 
to gain. Each maintains its independence and capacity to instruct, correct, and refuse the 
other. Each honors and upholds the unique and divine calling of the other. Each makes a 
distinctive and complementary contribution to the partnership. Each conducts itself in a 
manner that safeguards one another’s integrity and honors Christ. Therefore, it is 
important in a partnership to not only give but to receive, to not only teach but to learn, 
and to not only lead but to follow. By contrast, the seeds of unhealthy dependency are 
planted when the only deal struck in a mission relationship is the one-way flow of 
resources, whether that be money or personnel.  

Unhealthy Dependency  
Unhealthy dependency occurs when reciprocity and responsibility are ignored, overruled, 
or undervalued. If the accent is on the exchange of money or personnel and not on the 
complementary contributions each partner makes, the importance of reciprocity is easily 
overlooked. If resources are shared more for the benefit of one partner than for the 
purpose of ministering more effectively to others, the receiving partner’s responsibility is 
effectively sidelined. If one partner maintains control over the decision-making process, 
the other partner cannot exercise responsibility as a co-laborer. If one partner’s 
contributions are valued more highly than the others’, it is impossible to establish true 
reciprocity. In the end, if a partnership is not joining in a common purpose and sharing 
complementary resources, it cannot be reciprocal and it will not be responsible.  

1. Five Sure Ways to Create Unhealthy Dependency 
Several factors may coalesce into unhealthy dependency, but there are five 
starting points that almost guarantee it.  

2. Make an alliance with a lone ranger. 
An independent ministry leader may be the next John Wesley, or he may be a 
very talented individual with a self-serving agenda. Unless you’ve known the 
individual for some time, it’s difficult to discern real intentions. Bogus, 
questionable organizations that compete for mission dollars tend to by-pass local 
churches. If you’re not working with a ministry that has a local board of directors 
or the equivalent, there’s a chance you’ve been found by a fortune hunter.  

3. Send money directly to individuals. 
Unless individuals are employees or contract laborers with whom you have a 
performance agreement and means of accountability, sending funds directly can 
put people in a precarious position. Individuals cannot vouch for themselves; they 
need others to verify their testimony. Even the Apostle Paul was not willing to 
convey funds without the involvement of trusted men from the contributing 
churches (1 Corinthians 16:3, 2 Corinthians 8:16-21). It takes a bona fide 



organization with a governing structure and accounting system to administer 
funds in an auditable and defensible manner.  

4. Finance pastors and local churches. 
History has shown that foreign funding of pastors and churches has proven more 
often than not to hinder genuine indigenous growth. Foreign funding can easily 
stifle local initiative by creating the assumption that believers need only rely on 
distant benefactors rather than learn to give sacrificially. It can cause pastors to 
become preoccupied with raising foreign funds, and fail to be creative in 
maximizing local resources. Foreign funding of some pastors and not others 
creates jealousies, and frees them from accountability to the local Christian 
community. In the matter of funding pastors, the chances of creating unhealthy 
dependency are at their highest.  

5. Give resources based only on need. 
A partnership that sets out to satisfy needs soon finds itself running a race with no 
end. That’s because needs alone are insatiable. Giving based solely on need 
creates a pipeline of supply that in turn raises the expectation of future need 
satisfaction. Needs have to be defined and boundaries set so that you can actually 
see results. At a minimum, giving should be based on what will enhance 

• responsibility—each partner’s ability to meet their obligations as 
Christians, 

• reciprocity—each partner’s ability to make distinctive and 
complementary contributions, and 

• results—the ability to achieve specific ministry outcomes. 

Underwrite 100% of a ministry’s need. 
Money is one form of power, and in international partnerships it has proven to be the 
most problematic. When one ministry relies solely on another for financial support, the 
balance of power leans heavily toward the funding source. This is a problem because 
unhealthy dependency thrives on the imbalance of power. The best antidote is to 
subsidize a strategic initiative or program rather than to fund the entire ministry. 

There is a sixth way to create unhealthy dependency. It’s not listed above because it 
teeters on the border between acceptable and unacceptable dependency. It’s the hiring of 
local Christians to run Western programs. Unless you plan to establish a local branch of 
your church or mission, hiring local people can be the first step to unhealthy dependency. 
The reason is simple: hiring local Christians is not partnership; it’s employment. There 
may be very good reasons to hire local people to administer programs of a foreign 
mission. But employment relationships should never be confused with partnership. When 
a Western agency hires local people, they assume all the responsibilities of an employer: 
fair and competitive wages, medical insurance, retirement benefits, direct management of 
performance, and compliance with local labor laws. Even then, Western employers have 
to cope with the potential of providing their employees with lifestyles far above their 
peers, making it possible for them to bypass local Christian authority, and creating 
jealousies locally and internationally.  



Managing Dependency: A Few Don’ts 
If a healthy dependency is to be preserved, there are certain things partners in the work of 
the gospel should never do to each other. Here are seven taboos that must be observed:  

They don’t define goals and methods unilaterally. 
For Western partners especially this means don’t assume you know what the task is and 
what the goals are. Don’t first develop a plan, then merely invite non-Western partners to 
join in at a later stage. If you really want a partnership, ask your partners what God is 
inviting them to do, then build a plan together to achieve it.  

They don’t base the relationship on a one-way flow of resources. 
Complementarity, not assistance, lies at the heart of effective partnerships. Assistance is 
focused on meeting the needs and interests of one party. Complementarity concerns the 
accomplishment of mutual purposes and a shared vision, and includes each partner’s 
needs and interests. A partnership moves beyond assistance to complementarity when 
each partner makes different but crucial contributions to a common goal.  

They don’t allow money to become the most highly valued resource. 
In the affluent West, where ministries rely on capital- intensive and technology- intensive 
strategies, making the claim that money will not be the driving force is fine in principle 
but difficult in practice. Unfortunately, this difficulty spills over into mission 
partnerships. We tend to put a premium on our own resources rather than on the resources 
of our non-Western counterparts. In most cases, non-Western partners may rely on 
Western partners for financial and technological resources, but Western partners are 
dependent on the human resources, linguistic skills, cultural insight, and relevant lifestyle 
of its non-Western partners. Who can estimate the value of such resources? If money 
becomes the driving force, the golden rule takes hold—the one with the gold rules. When 
that happens, reciprocity is broken and shared responsibility gives way to unbalanced 
control.  

They don’t fund the full cost of a project without clear justification. 
In the face of enormous economic inequities, there is inherent pressure on Western 
partners to be the "sugar daddy" of more "needy" partners. Favorable exchange rates and 
the relative access to money might make it easy to underwrite projects, but it doesn’t 
make it right. Healthy dependency flourishes on the foundation of shared responsibility. 
Funding decisions should be based as much on what fosters responsibility and reciprocity 
as on what might be accomplished. Matching grants, capital funds, one-time projects, and 
partial support are useful methods of shared responsibility.  

They don’t interfere in the administration of the partner’s organization. 
It’s one thing to give advise when you’re asked for it, or even to admonish a partner in 
the case of serious misconduct. It’s quite another thing to meddle in the internal affairs of 
the partner ministry. For example, Western agencies that provide support for workers 
tend to assume responsibility for deciding how much non-Western personnel get paid. 
But this is an area that should be clearly under the control of the local authority structure.  



They don’t do for others what they can better do for themselves. 
Doing so has two serious negative consequences. One, it retards the chances of growth 
and development. Organizations, like people, become strong and effective only when 
they make decisions, initiate action, and solve problems. Two, it lowers the ceiling on 
what you can accomplish. Mission partners must develop the right mix of contributions, 
that is, each of the complementary skills, knowledge, and resources necessary to 
accomplish the shared vision.  

They don’t rely on "one-size-fits-all" policies. 
Policies can make decisions easier, but they can also lead to bad decisions. For example, 
one mission agency tries to avoid unhealthy dependency by giving only very small 
amounts, such as 10% of the total need. That may be fine in some situations, but it is 
harmful in others. A better approach is to find out what is at stake, identify what is 
missing, and then to determine the best contribution you can make under the 
circumstances. 

For some, dependency in mission relationships is regarded as a condition to be avoided 
rather than an essential quality. But for today’s missions that are assessing the missing 
links in their ministry capacities and seeking collaboration with non-Western missions as 
peers, dependency is no longer a one-sided issue. It is the key to interdependence and 
mutuality.  

The above article is adapted from Building Strategic Relationships: A Practical Guide to 
Partnering with Non-Western Missions by Daniel Rickett, Partners International, 2000.  

To order the book in its entirety, call (800) 966-5515.  
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(1) Chuck Bennett. "Open Letter to Robertson McQuilkin." EMQ, April 2000, 211. 


