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Our life and ministry involves us in

many different types of relationships.

Building relationships is a key part of

our ministry. Unfiortunately, these rela-

tionships are not always easy to under-

stand due to cultural, spiritual, and

personal differences that we face. This

lack of understanding can lead to

conflict and ineffectiveness in our

abi l i ty  to  carry out  the min is t ry  we are

called to.

Conflict between individuals happens

quite frequently in the country where

we live. It ranges from disagreements

between kids on the street to our

e lder ly  maid who has decided to

rnove out of her son's home because

of the intense conflict with her daugh-

ter-inlaw. All conflict can bring stress

and hurt into our lives, but none more

than that which occurs between believ-

ers. A conflict that I found myself in the

middle of recently served to clarify

what I had heard, and to a small

degree confirmed through observa-

tion, about relationships in this coun-

try. It was probably like many other

conflicts that have occurred through-

out the history of the emerging church

here. But one issue in particular was

raised that caused me to think in a

different light about my role as a

foreigner working with national believ-

ers. Since this incident I have seen this

dynamic played out in other personal

relationships of mine and of other

loreigners with nationals.

The Task of Effective Relationships

Case StudY

I had been meeting together with a

group of  f ive Musl im-background

believers for about a year and a half

when two other believers were invited

tojoin us. One of them, "Mohammed",

had been involved for a number of

years with a group in another city- He

had been working in our city for about

a year but had only joined us in our

meetings two or three times because on

the weekends he would travel to meet

with the believers in his home city.

Then he decided he wanted to focus on

ministry and be committed to the body

in our city.

The other brother, "Razeg", was ori-

ginally fiom our city but three years

previously had moved to another city

to work. When he returned to our city

and got to know me and two of the

national believers, the group invited

him to join us. Razeg and Mohammed

lived in the same neighborhood, so I

had introduced them to one another

before they started to meet with the

group. They had develoPed a good

relationship.

Before meet ing wi th the grouP

Mohammed had had a cordial but not

a close relationship with "Said" who

was the most mature believer and the

unofficial leader of the grouP meeting

in my home. He was also the one with

whom I had the closest relationship.

Mohammed and Said had gotten to

know each other through summer

Bible schools and through occasional
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visits that Said had made to Moham-
med's city to meet with the believers
there. Shortly after Mohammed had
started meeting with the group, while I
was sitting with him and Said in a cafe,
he told Said that he had heard fiom

other brothers that Said thinks he is

better than everyone else and they
resent his prideful attitude. Thken
back by this, Said asked who had said
this. Mohammed wouldn't give names.
Said felt that if others had problems
with him they needed to come to him
and work it out. He decided to go
around to all of the guys in the group
and ask them if they felt this way about
him. All of them denied it, Ieaving Said
to conclude that Mohammed was lying.

A couple of days later I was sitting with
Razeg in a caf6, and he began to share
with me how Mohammed had made
some accusations about Said. Razeg,
not having known either Mohammed
or Said for a very long time, wasn't sure
if the accusations were true but tended
to believe Mohammed. I stopped him
fronr sharing Mohammed's accusations
and decided it was time we all get
together to work this out. So, the next
day all four of us met and began to
work through some of the problems.

In the course of our discussions,
Mohammed made a very interesting
comment. He said that when a national
has a close fiiendship, he doesn't want
anyone else to get too close to that
fliend for fear that he will lose his
friendship. He is threatened by others
trying to build relationships with his
fiiend and sees it as a competition to be
won or lost. So, in order to keep others
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fiom getting too close to his friend he
tries to build himself up and tear others
down.

This was the first time I had heard this
dynamic expressed by a national. And
both Said and Razeg nodded their
heads, indicating by their look of
realization and expressions that they
agreed with Mohammed's perception,
but had not been consciously aware of
it until that point.

Analysis

As I walked away fiom that situation,
still somewhat unresolved, I began to
evaluate other relationships in light of
Mohammed's comment. Later Said
and I had a long discussion about it
and specifically how it affects the
national believers. I saw more clearly

Having a relationship with
a foreigner brings both
opportunity and status.

how important relationships are and
that they are for the personal benefit of
those involved. Having a relationship
with a foreigner brings both opportu-
nity and status. Within the church,
apart from the pbssible material and

status benefits, it is perceived that it

may also lead to being chosen as the

leader\teacher, a very prestigious posi-

tion in this culture. Therefore, the

foreigner becomes the center of the

group's relationship focus. This had

happened to me even though I had

made strong attempts to have national-

national relationships be the central

focus.

Each one tries to be as close as

possible to the foreigner, oftentimes
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at the expense of relationships with

national brothers. Over the past four

years I have repeatedly seen this lead

to others making accusations against

the perceived "favored" one in the

group. These are always made indir-

ectly through a third party, l ike

Mohammed had done concerning

Said. The goal seems inevitably to be

to in f luence the fore igner .  This

dynamic seems to be rooted deeply in

the culture, as I have witnessed it on

numerous occasions with my unbeliev-
ing friends as well.

In the task of church planting this
dynamic needs to be very seriously
considered. Is this what has caused the
splitting up of so many groups? I have
learned that many other foreigners
have experienced this dynamic and
haven't really been aware of the ele-
ments at play behind what is happen-
ing. One who has been working very
closely with nationals for 15 years
began sharing with me some things
he was just now learning about his
relationships with them. I realized that
he was describing exactly the dynamic
that Mohammed had described to me.

A number of factors contribute to this
situation. The foundational problem
would obviously lie in unbiblical atti-
tudes. Scripture has a lot to say about
attitudes and actions such as jealousy,

pride, tearing others down, unforgive-
ness. lack of love and trust. Our
teaching and prayer needs to center
on these issues very early on with a goal
to see biblical patterns develop in
relationships.

Other social factors come from the
relationship dynamics that nationals

are raised with. Acceptance before

God and others comes through doing

the right things; by rvorks and not

grace. Much effort is made to be seen

as honorable and significant in the eyes

of others. Many times nationals have

sung their praises of themselves to me

and put down those around them. The

powerful forces of shame and honor

are the basis of this cultural dynamic.
Relationships with, and acceptance by,

a foreigner who has status in the

culture gives the individual significance
in the eyes of others. It is important,
therefore, to have the foreigner's
approval. A means for accomplishing
this in the church is making oneself
l o o k  g o o d  b y  c o n f o r m i n g  t o
"Christian" standards in the eyes of
the foreigner and tearing others down
by showing how they aren't conform-
ing to those standards.

Along with this is the element of trust'
or lack of it, between individuals. From
infancy children are appeased by lies.
We have often witnessed parents lying
to their children to make them stop
crying or causing a.fuss. This lays a
foundation of mistrust and also down-
plays the wrong of lying in order to
obtain a justifiable end. Therefore
deception and lying are viewed as
justifiable to build oneself up in the
eyes of the foreigner and tear others
down.

Economic issues enter in as well. A
large percentage of the churches here
is made up of young single men and
women. manv of whom are unem-
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ployed. Relationship with a foreigner
provides a possible opportunity for
employment  and\or  f inancia l  and
material benefits. In a society with
high unemployment and little hope
for a good job, it is understandable that
this is a strong factor.

Solutions

Are there practical steps we can take
early on in our relationships with
national believers to alleviate the pro-
b lem of  the negat ive re lat ionship
dynamic with the foreigner? Although
I am still wrestling through this whole
issue, I have some thoughts that may
help stimulate our thinking and allow
us together to find some solutions.

It is evident to me that a lot of the
problem stems from the foreigner's
ability to provide material benefits.
The foreigner is often seen as a
means for getting out of the quagmire
of unemployment and hopelessness in
which the national finds himself. So it is
crucial that we set guidelines early on
that will diminish this element in our
relationships. This is probably the
biggest area which many of us on the
field have struggled with. When we
have so much in comparison with
many of those we are ministering to,
it is difficult not to respond to requests
for financial aid. But. this is the area I
personally feel is most crucial fior us to
respond to properly and biblically if we
are to see a st rong independent
national church.

I believe we need first to develop
biblical guidelines for our financial
gt"iog. It is important for us to observe
and follow the NT churches' example
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of how they used their finances. It
appears that in the early church they
gave in two situations. The first was to
those who were poor and without the
means to work (Rom 15:26) .  This
would also include what we would
label relief work in the case of natural
disaster (Acts l l:27-30). Note in 2
Thess. 3:10-13 that those who could
work but chose not to were repri-
manded, not offered financial help.
Secondly, they also gave to the work
of the ministry that the apostles and
evangelists undertook (Phil. a:15,16).
In these instances churches helped
those in need within their own fellow-
ship, other churches which were in
need, and the work of the ministry. I
find no record of the apostles giving to
meet financial needs in the churches
they had planted.

Defining poverty is not always easy. I
would define it as referring to those
who are without the basic necessities of
life like food, clothing, and shelter
( fames 2:15-16) .  Current ly  I  don' t
work with any believers who fall into
this category. Some may not have
much,  but  they do have what  is
necessary to live. More commonly I
find there are those who don't have
work and are still living off of their
families. In such cases I think we
should assist them in finding employ'
ment rather than giving money directly
to them. This can be done in a number
of ways. We have given responsibility to

one or two people in our city who are
focused primarily on helping nationals
start small businesses. These business

ventures are well thought through,

have strong accountability, and are
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structured as small bank loans that are

manageable to be Paid back. These

projects are designed to help local

tetevers provide for themselves and

are developed outside of the context of

the local church and its ministry. Since

God has commanded us to work' we

feel that the issue offinancial need can

best be handled in this waY. Giving

money can damage PeoPle. HelPing

them to be employed to meet their own

need and the needs of others and the

church can only build them uP.

A good article to read in relation to

giving financially to nationals is Should

We Stop Senling McnE bY Robertson

McQuilken. He deals more in dePth

with the lack of biblical support for and

the practical experiences of the dan-

gers of foreign funds supporting the

work of national believers and the

national church.

Another principle that seems consistent

in the NT church was that regular gifts

were given by the church and with a

known purpose (e* . -  to  helP the

poor-Rom 15:26, to assist a minis-

try-Phil4:15-16). It is good to devel'

op the practice of giving as a group to

help others, no giving being done

under the table. This helps us develop

trust and unity as a group. Ifeveryone
is aware of the need and as a group

have decided to help, we are encoura-

ging unity and a spirit of familY.

Having the group involved in knowing

about and meeting the need maY also
limit those who try to take advantage of

the foreigner. In this way no one is

receiving money or special benefits
without the others' knor'r ' ledge. Usually

when a national believer comes to me

requesting money I tell him that it is

the responsibility of the church to meet

the needs of its members. Therefore,

the financial request needs to be

discussed, not with me the foreigner,

but with the bodY of believers as a

whole. If the Person requesting the

financial aid isn't seriously in need he

usually won't go to the other believers' *-
If he is serious it is beneficial that the

national believers make the decision as

to how he is to be helped. ln most cases

when I have taken this aPProach,

either the person has not pursued the

matter or he has been helPed bY the

other believers.

From the very beginning it is impor-

tant to encourage the national believers

to be involved as a grouP in meeting

one another's needs, rather than let-

ting them exPect just the foreigner to

giv-. ft must be taught and aPPlied

that the church is responsible to care

for the needs of its members. The

biblical principle of giving is very

important. I think we rob our national

brothers of blessing and their respon-

sibility if we as foreigners meet their

material and financial needs. They, as

well as we, are resPonsible to give

according to their ability and beyond

their abil ity (lCor. 8:3). In applying

this principle we give value to the

national church and helP them to

become independent. The more we

can help national believers responsibly

care for one another, the more they will

learn to dePend on one another'

Practicing these biblical guidelines

may help eliminate some of the ele-

ments that cause nationals to draw
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close to us rather than to their national
brothers.

I do not advocate not giving anything
to nationals, but think it is important to
give in the right ways. We musr avoid
grving in ways that will cause depen-
dence and which wil l subvert the
responsibility and blessing of national
believers. Giving through an organiza-
tion or person who is loaning money
for small business ventures is one way
we can give responsibly. I also believe
that we have a responsibility to help
those who are t ru ly  in  need,  as
d e s c r i b e d  i n  J a m .  2 : 1 5 - 1 7  a n d
explained earlier. On some occasions
we have helped impoverished people
outside of the local church conrexr with
an urgent medical expense, food, or
clothing. It is important to consider
each situation in terms of dependency
and the responsibility of the local Body.

Before moving on I want to share
briefly some things I have used in
responding to financial requests. I
have found it very helpful to be up
front with nationals and let them know
the struggles we have in giving to
them. I have tried to explain to them
that I don't like to give money because
it may destroy our relationship and our
relationship is too important. I have
also told some brothers that I desire
that they learn to depend on God and
not me for support. I have also shared
that Muslims believe that the only
reason a Muslim becomes a disciple of

Jesus is because he receives money or
some other material benefit, and I want
them to be able to tell their Muslim
friends that they follow Jesus without
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such. With the national body of believ-
ers we have also encouraged them to
minister within . their means as the
Lord provides and not compare them-
selves to those who rnay have more
resources and can have a larger minis-
try. All of these explanations have been
well received by my friends, and it has
cut down or\ many asking me for
money.

One other element that is important
for developing godly relationships is
modeling trust and unconditional love
in our relationships. Many times I hbar
statements of mistrust and doubt fiom
believers about other believers. It is
easy to begin to fall into the trap of
doubting others and questioning the
hearts of people. I appreciate guys like
Barnabas who, when in the beginning
the disciples doubted Paul, came to his
side and stood with him (Acts 9:26-27).
And, when Paul didn't want John on
the secondjourney, Barnabas stood up
for him and gave him a second chance
(Acts 15:37-39). If we truly trust God
we can trust others as well. God is able
to compensate for the times we may
trust someone and make a mistake. We
are bound to get hurt sometimes, but if
we are going to see trust built up
among our national brothers we need
to model it ourselves.

Gossip and criticism of others is a
deadly sin in destroying relationships
between people. We need to be careful
how we talk about other people to
believers. I appreciate this country's
societal principle that you don't talk
about someone when that person isn't
present. We need to purposely strive to
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build up others and overlook faults' It

is easy io focus on weaknesses but if we

take ihe time to focus on the good in

people I believe attitudes can change'

if.tping our national brothers to do

this can only strengthen their relation-

ships. An exercise to try might be toask

them to write down something they

appreciate about another brother with

whom theY don't have a strong rela-

tionship and give it to that brother to

.r,.orl.ig. him. Also, develop the habit

that if you have criticism about some-

one the first person you say something

to is the person with whom You have

the criticism. The group needs to work

together on this as well. It is important

that believers not only avoid tearing

others down but that they also refuse to

listen to that sort of talk fiom others'

Because they grow up in a society were

lying is acceptable and acceptance by

others is conditional, we see many

believers here with problems of inse-

curity. Our relationships need to be

characterized by truth and uncondi-

tional love and acceptance' Only as

our national brothers feel uncondition-

ally accepted and loved bY God and

other believers, and as they learn to

deal with one another in truth, can

there be the security in their lives that

wil l free them uP to not have to

compete for the accePtance of the

foreigner.

The meetine place also seems to have a

great signifi iance in effecting this

iynamic-of trying to be close to the

foreigner. As many others have sug-

gesti, I think it is wise for us to begin

i"n a national home or move the church

out of the foreigner's home as soon as

possible. I am finding that this forces

nationals to take the initiative as well as

bonding them together' The believers

here do not Yet have a home to meet ln

apart from a foreigner's residence' But

we decided together that during the

warm and drY months it is better for

them to meet outside on their own with

no foreigners present. This limits the

contact iuittt ,tt. foreigner and if the 
*

group is going to continue to meet

iog.rh.. it will strengthen the relatiol-

shlps between the believers' As the

grorrp has matured we have also

i.*ou.d ourselves fiom the meeting

time even when the grouP meets in our

homes.

Two of the believers in our city have a

fiiend who is very seriously considering

following Jesus. We are encouraglng

them even now to think about how

they will continue to minister to these

guys outside of the context of foreign-

E., *n..t they become believers' Our

goal is to equip them to minister and

itlow God to use them in their context

to see the church built uP'

Agree together as foreigners

anl nationals that no one will

benefit from the foreigner in anY

way other than sPiritual helP

Another thing we are currently doing

in our situation is to agree together as

foreigners and nationals that no one

will ienefit fiom the foreigner in any

way other than spiritual .help' 
For

example the foreigner n'i l l  provrde

..rorri..t like books and taPes' or

provide teaching and training' or b91

..rorr... to funnel names of BCC
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students or other seekers to national
believers. The foreigner is teaching
and training one or two of the national
leaders who in turn will teach and train
the others. This obviously limits the
contact that the foreigner has with the
whole group of national believers.
Although this seems to be a more
effective model the potential problem
we see and have experienced to some
extent is that other nationals are aware
that the national leaders have contact
with the foreigners. Their conclusions
sometimes are that the leaders are
receiving material benefits which they
themselves aren't receiving. Especially
for new believers coming into the
group this can create the same pro-
blems we have discussed earlier with
jealousy.

Conclusion

The main experience that we have had
in our ministry context is working with
young single, mostly unemployed, men
and women. Most of what I have
discussed in this paper comes out of
that context. As we pray and minister
we are asking God to give us families. I
believe as we see more families come to
Christ who may be more secure with
jobs and some level of financial
stability this dynamic that we observe
now may become less and less power-
ful. I would be interested in talking
with those who may have more experi-
ence with Christian families and see if
some of what is being discussed here is
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felt more or less strongly as it is with
young single men and women. Also,
one strategy which we are trying to
implement more in N. Afiica is to focus
our ministry in existing social struc-
tures where relationships between
nationals are already stmng. As we
see that happen more in the future we
may also see less tension in our
relationships.

The purpose of this paper was to help
us look at our relationships with
narionals and learn to relate to them
in ways that will help the church to be
established more securely. We need to
be aware of some of the cultural
patterns in the relationships we are
building. As many of us have already
discovered there are not always easy
answers to some of the struggles we
face. There are pros and cons to each
model that we develop in our ministry
and situations we find ourselves in can
vary gr-eatly fiom one to another. I'm
hopeful that as we dialogue and share
experiences we will be able to walk in
greater wisdom and determine how to
minis ter  more ef fect ive ly  to our
national brothers and sisters. Love
covers a multitude of sins! May we
continually seek the Lord's guidance
and not allow our own desires and
fleshly wisdom to keep us from being
used for His glory. I welcome your
input and wisdom as we seek to see his
church established throughout the
Arab world.




