
INTRODUCTION 

One of the most difficult problems facing the Christian 

movement at the beginning of the 21st century is the 

dependency on outside funding that has developed in 

many mission-established churches.  Church and mis-

sion leaders have several different reactions to this 

problem. 

First, sometimes both mission leaders and church lead-

ers are embarrassed about the dependency syndrome 

and would like to see the situation change.  Not all of 

them fully understand what caused the problem or what 

to do about it, but they know that the situation is not 

healthy for the church or mission.  As you will see later 

on, dependency among mission-established churches is 

not necessary; and where it exists, it can be eliminated. 

Second, there are 

some who believe 

that dependent 

churches are a fact 

of life and nothing 

is likely to change 

that.  They ration-

alize that we are 

all dependent on 

someone; there-

fore, they don’t 

think there is any-

thing wrong with 

Western Christians 

supporting non-western churches the way they do.  

Some in this category are westerners who feel guilty 

about their wealth and are actively looking for those 

with whom they can "partner" in the Gospel.  They feel 

that the concept of self-supporting churches doesn’t 

make much sense as long as some Christians are 

wealthier than others. 

Third, there are some who are 

committed to planting new 

churches which are self-

supporting from the very begin-

ning.  They know instinctively 

that the Gospel can be shared 

and people can come into right 

relationship with God without 

developing an unhealthy depend-

ence on outside funding.  We 

now have many examples of how churches can be 

planted and grow without developing dependency. 

Fourth, there is a group of older missionaries and 

church leaders who lived for many years with the ideal 

of an indigenous self-supporting church.  They believed 

in the principle that mission-established churches 

should be self-supporting, self-governing and self-

propagating.  When the churches they planted did not 

develop that way, they resigned themselves to continue 

providing outside support.  Sometimes those missionar-

ies are reluctant to see the outside support stopped be-

cause the projects they started might be closed down or 

fail to operate.  Some missionaries may never live long 

enough to see their work become self-supporting. 

A fifth group includes local church leaders who were 

converted and discipled by missionaries and now re-

ceive their salary from outside support.  They have con-

cluded that their people are too poor to support their 

own churches - and especially their own development 

projects – so they might as well let the situation con-

tinue.  Unfortunately, such churches are unlikely to 

learn the joy of sending out their own missionaries.  

Some of them feel they cannot support their own pas-

tors, let alone help to plant new churches beyond their 

borders.  But, let’s not forget, there is a cure for this 

kind of dependency. 
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IS THERE A CURE FOR DEPENDENCY 

“Dependency is likely to be 

one of the most important 

issues in the Christian 

movement in the  

21st Century.”  

 

-Dr. Ralph Winter 
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The sixth group is 

represented by newly 

planted churches 

where the people are 

actively seeking to 

attach themselves to 

individuals, churches 

or mission agencies 

willing to support 

them with foreign 

funds.  This is the case 

in many parts of the 

former Soviet Union 

where western Chris-

tians are finding small 

groups of believers 

and adopting them as 

their "partners in the 

Gospel".  In some 

cases, the outsiders visit for as little as two weeks and leave 

behind a church which they have "planted".  That church 

may have a pastor dependent on salary from the outsiders, 

and the building in which they will eventually meet could 

well be provided through the good intentions of their new-

found friends from England or North America.  When this 

happens, the dependency syndrome is developed within a 

very short period of time.  The westerners who create this 

kind of dependent church planting have probably never 

heard about indigenous principles of self-support.  Sadly, 

some do not want to hear about such things because it 

would spoil the good time they are having planting depen-

dent churches. 

Fortunately, there is also a seventh group.  This includes 

those who used to be dependent but have made the transi-

tion to supporting their ministries with local resources.  

Such churches exhibit joy, pride and dignity as they experi-

ence God’s blessing for taking this step of faith.  Later on 

in this article I will give several examples of churches like 

that. 

WHAT IS THE GOOD NEWS? 

Look at the spread of the Gospel in the time of the New 

Testament, and you will find that the Apostle Paul did not 

use outside funds to plant churches.  In fact, one transfer of 

funds we find in the New Testament is from mission field 

churches back to the mother church when there was a fam-

ine in Jerusalem (II Corinthians 8).  Another is when mis-

sion field churches contributed to the support of their mis-

sionary, the Apostle Paul (Philippians 4:15). 

In our day, there is evidence that outside support is not 

essential to the growth and development of the Christian 

movement.  Consider the rapid growth of a church in 

Ethiopia from 1938 to 1943.  During this five-year period, 

membership increased from 100 to 10,000 believers with 

no missionaries and no outside funding present.  The 

church in China increased from one million to perhaps as 

many as fifty million believers following 1951 when all 

missionaries and outside funding were removed. 

For those who have access to the World Wide Web, there 

are many articles on dependency and self-reliance avail-

able.1 One article in particular speaks to the point which I 

am making.  It is the story written by Rev. Gerald Bustin2 

regarding the planting of churches in Papua New Guinea 

and also the former Soviet Union.  That mission society 

started about 200 churches in New Guinea.  Upon the occa-

sion of the 20-year celebration, the people in New Guinea 

sent air tickets to the missionaries in America, inviting 

them to return for the celebration.  In the Ukraine (part of 

the former Soviet Union), after several years of church 

planting, the local believers asked for the privilege of re-

paying the missionaries for the expenses they had in bring-

ing the Gospel to them.  All of this is to say that planting 

dependent churches may often happen, but it does not need 

to happen.  That is good news for those involved in cross-

cultural church planting. 

HOW DOES DEPENDENCY AFFECT THE MEAN-

ING OF THE GOSPEL? 

When outside money and other material things accompany 

the spread of the Christian Gospel, sometimes people get 

the wrong impression about the Gospel itself.  For exam-

ple, if those to whom the Gospel is preached begin to re-

ceive material things that come with the Gospel, they may 

become more interested in those things than in the Gospel 

itself.  Sometime ago I met two missionaries working in 

western Tanzania.  When they arrived, one of the first 

questions the local people asked was, "Where are your 

shipping containers?" When they said they did not have 

any shipping containers, the people said, "What kind of 

missionaries are you – no shipping containers?" Clearly the 

people were thinking about what they might get when ser-

vants of the Lord arrived from the outside. 

What is wrong with the spread of the Gospel in this way? 

Is it not that the Gospel itself is being distorted? Think for 

a moment about what the Good News of the Gospel is.  

First, people will learn about the broken relationship be-

tween God and mankind and that there is one who repairs 

that relationship – Jesus Christ.  Second, when that Gospel 

comes, one is freed from the burden of past sin.  Third, 

one is introduced to the Holy Spirit - a Power greater than 

all the powers which caused so many problems in the past.  

Fourth, one learns that if godly principles are followed, 

many other problems in life can be resolved.  Fifth, there is 

the most important benefit of all, eternal life for all who 

believe.  All of these things come with the Gospel. 

Is there any price to be paid for this salvation? It is free, 

with one exception.  The exception is that, in addition to 

giving ourselves to the Lord, for the rest of our lives be-

lievers are obligated to give back to God some of what He 
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The good news is 

that for the 
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it is not 

necessary to 
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In front of one 

congregation Mr. 

Zulu put down a woven African 

basket and stood inside it.  He 

said that his offering that day 

was himself according to Romans 

12.  He encouraged others to 
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has given to us.  In other words, such things as tithing – 

giving back a portion of one’s income – become a part of 

the privilege and responsibility we have as believers. 

When people come into the Christian faith for the material 

possessions they get, something goes terribly wrong in the 

spread of the Gospel.  That might be the single most im-

portant reason why the dependency problem so often crip-

ples the Christian movement and why it is so urgent that it 

be avoided or dealt with where it exists. 

WHAT CAN BE DONE WHERE THE PROBLEM 

EXISTS? 

No one should look for quick and easy solutions to the 

problem of dependency – especially where it has been in 

place for many years.  Old habits are hard to break – espe-

cially when changing them means learning a whole new 

way of getting support for the Church.  Those receiving 

salary from overseas funds may be reluctant to see the sys-

tem change.  Those responsible for creating dependency in 

the first place (like missionaries) may hesitate to see it 

change because they have been getting a good feeling from 

giving, even if it 

has created a de-

pendency that has 

left others unable 

to stand on their 

own two feet. 

There are things 

which can be done 

to either avoid or 

resolve the prob-

lem of depend-

ency.  The follow-

ing are a few sug-

gestions for both 

church leaders and 

missionaries. 

First, we should all recognize that the healthiest churches 

are not those in which leaders or members constantly look 

to outsiders for financial support.  If you want to see joy 

and a sense of satisfaction on the faces and in the hearts of 

believers, don’t look for it among those who are dependent 

on foreign funds.  Rather look for it among those who have 

discovered the joy of giving back to God something of 

what He has given to them - from the resources which He 

has put close at hand. 

Second, begin to recognize the kind of things which cause 

dependency and seek to overcome the temptation to estab-

lish or continue such practices.  It will take serious deter-

mination not to think of solving problems with outside 

funds.  And remember, the problem cannot be solved if the 

concept of stewardship is not first built into the Christian 

message. 

I will give an example.  In South Africa there is a church 

which was very poor.  Several decades ago only unem-

ployed women and children were in that church.  Leaders 

regularly went overseas to find funding for their church 

members.  Then something dramatic occurred.  The church 

was turned around.  Men began coming to church, women 

became self-employed, and soon the church was no longer 

depending on funds from overseas.  When one asks what 

change took place, the women will say that they were 

taught how to make a living – like making and selling 

dresses, grass mats or baskets.  They were also taught that 

of everything they made and sold, ten percent (the tithe) 

belonged to the Lord.  In fact, they were taught that tithing 

was to be built into the earning process.  God honored that 

kind of teaching, and today that church is well able to stand 

on its own two feet.  At a weekend conference several 

years ago, those present put into the collection the equiva-

lent of about one million US dollars!  All of that was from 

a church which not so long ago included only unemployed 

women and children. 

Third, it is important to realize that the need for spiritual 

renewal is at the root of this problem.  Do not expect peo-

ple who do not know the Lord to joyfully support their 

own churches.  Do not expect believers whose faith has 

grown cold to willingly pay their tithes and offerings to the 

Lord.  Spiritual renewal must precede any emphasis on 

stewardship teaching. 

Fourth, there is something else which must precede stew-

ardship teaching.  This is what I call a feeling of true per-

sonal ownership. Without this, people in dependent 

churches will often look to someone else to build their 

buildings, pay their pastors, buy their vehicles or support 

their development projects.  Imagine what could happen, 

however, if people were to take full personal ownership for 

their own churches.  Things which previously were thought 

to be impossible would all of a sudden become possible.  

Resources would be discovered which prior to this no one 

could see.  These would be resources which were close at 

hand all along.  Only when local ownership is fully in 

place will people begin to discover the joy of supporting 

their own church and the work of God’s kingdom. 

Fifth, there is sometimes a high price to be paid for mov-

ing from dependency toward self-reliance.  Some local 

church leaders may need to say "no, thank you" to the out-

side funding which has been supporting them and their 

families.  This happened in East Africa about thirty years 

ago when local leaders asked the people overseas to stop 

supporting them financially.  They were actually declining 

the funds used to pay their own salaries.  What followed, 

however, was dramatic.  The leaders soon learned that lo-

cal believers were not only capable of paying their salaries, 

but also able to pay for their own church buildings and 

vehicles.  They also plant-ed new churches from their own 

resources.  They started a pension fund for retired pastors, 

something no one until that time thought could be done 

with local resources.  Then those believers in East Africa 
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heard about homeless children overseas and took a collec-

tion in Kenya shillings equal to about US$30,000 to help 

with that need.  All of these things happened after they paid 

the price to stop the outside funding. 

Sixth, one might ask 

why it is so important 

to resolve the problem 

of dependency among 

mission-established 

churches.  Think for a 

moment about how 

many funds are being 

raised for evangelism 

yet are actually being 

used to support 

churches where peo-

ple are already evan-

gelized.  Is it right to 

keep on supporting 

those who have heard 

the Gospel many times when there are millions of people 

elsewhere who are still waiting to hear it for the very first 

time? In some places the Gospel has been preached for a 

hundred years or more and yet the people are still looking to 

others to support their pastors or build their buildings.  For 

those who have not yet heard the Gospel even once, that is 

just not fair. 

REMEMBER THE GOOD NEWS 

The good news is that dependency does not need to be 

considered a terminal illness.  There are churches which 

proved that, as I tried to show above. 

For those who are interested in pursuing this issue further, I 

will point out several resources.  One is the web site which I 

mentioned above.  It has about seventy articles on depend-

ency and self-reliance – some written by me, others by Afri-

can church leaders or other missionaries.  A second re-

source is an eight-hour teaching series with a 125-page 

Study Guide entitled Dependency Among Mission-

Established Institutions: Exploring the Issues.  It is avail-

able in video format (DVD and VHS—PAL and NTSC) as 

well as audio cassette and audio CD-ROM.  A third re-

source is the book mentioned at the end of this article enti-

tled When Charity Destroys Dignity: Overcoming Un-

healthy Dependency in the Christian Movement. 

FINAL WORD OF ENCOURAGEMENT 

It is my desire to see those who feel trapped in dependent 

churches learn how to discover the joy and freedom which 

results from overcoming dependency.  I dedicate my time 

and energy to helping those who want to discover the joy of 

standing on their own two feet.  If we all learn to work to-

gether and discover how to depend on the Holy Spirit, pro-

gress can be made in overcoming dependency. 

Remember the Macedonian Church which the Apostle Paul 

mentioned in 2 Corinthians 8:3.  Of these people Paul 

wrote, ". . . out of severe trial and extreme poverty they 

pleaded for the privilege of giving".  Notice also that he 

mentions that "they gave themselves first to the Lord".  

Without spiritual renewal, churches will not overcome the 

dependency syndrome. 

If I can be of help or encouragement, feel free to get in 

touch. 

May the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you. 

Glenn J. Schwartz 

Executive Director 

World Mission Associates 

First Published - July 2000 

Revised - February 2008 

GlennSchwartz@msn.com 

NOTES: 

1. The web site address for articles on issues of de-

pendency and self-reliance is www.wmausa.org.  

2. The paper by Gerald Bustin is entitled The New 

Guinea Bible Church.  It can be found on the 

WMA web site among the papers presented at the 

Philadelphia Consultation in November 1999.  It 

was also published in Mission Frontiers produced 

by the US Center for World Mission in Pasadena, 

California.   
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to be 

considered a 
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A book by Glenn Schwartz published in 2007 

is now available.  It is entitled: 

 When Charity Destroys Dignity:  

Overcoming Unhealthy Dependency in the 

Christian Movement.   

It can be ordered on the WMA website at 

www.wmausa.org.  (The website has a gener-

ous bulk pricing schedule for those who want 

multiple copies.)  Orders can also be placed by 

e-mail at wmabookinfo@wmausa.org or by 

phone at (800) 230-5265. 


