Partnership and Money
A Study and Exercise
 
Introduction
The title Partnership and Money, should make us ask various questions. Firstly what do we mean by Partnership? Is it clear that we all view this concept in the same way? This will mean asking each other questions entering into a dialogue. Secondly how do we view money? Is money seen in the same way in our different cultures? Finally we need to ask how these two elements affect one another? How does money affect Partnership? 
 
After answering this final question we must compare our view with the biblical understanding a propose ways forward towards and more biblical understanding of Partnership and money.
 
In this paper we can only deal in broad outlines; the real work of this issue of Partnership and money will be done by us here, in group-work at the end of this paper.
 
 
Presuppositions
Before launching into the subject in detail I think it important to explain where I am coming from; that is my presuppositions. Firstly, the basis of authority for all belief and practice is the gospel, as revealed to us in Jesus Christ and recounted to us in the Bible. This means that we must take the Biblical message very seriously even when, or maybe especially when it's teaching contradicts our current beliefs and practices. We should, as Bonhoeffer put it, read the Bible "against ourselves". 
 
Secondly, we understand biblical faith to be above all things, relational. That is to say that the gospel is not a product to be sold, or a simple communication to be believed but rather a message to be believed IN, that is to say to be committed to and lived out in relationship to God and our neighbour. That which Jesus Christ called the great commandment--the Shamá of Deuteronomy 6--links the love of God directly to love of neighbour. Biblical faith is not only about responding to, and believing a message it is about living out that message in the real world, the world of riches and poverty, of injustice and corruption, of divisions and rivalries.
 
This leads to a third presupposition which is that Christian mission is a theological process to be lived not simply an ultimate goal to be reached. I am not saying that the ultimate goal is not important but that the process of living out the mission of Christ in the world is part of that ultimate goal. Therefore, the way we do Christian mission is not only strategically important, in that it should be effective, which it should, but rather it is important in that the way we do mission is an expression of that message which we wish to communicate. For example, if we preach that God is love and do not love one another, even though people may be converted, the message is impoverished or even denied by our actions.
 
Fourthly (although this not strictly a presupposition), I come to this with a very strong sense that we from the North have a distorted view of money and discipleship. We have justified our wealth and thereby the rest of the world's poverty, conscientiously ignoring Christ's words. 
 
Fifthly, we should make clear that what we are doing here is missiology and that missiology has to do with a critical reflection upon the practice of mission in light of the World of God. This critical reflection takes in not only practical issues but also the philosophical and theological basis for the practice. Often, therefore missiology sounds very critical and it is true that it can be destructive but the aim of missiology is to work towards a more integrated and effective mission. We do not seek to put one culture or another down but rather try to explain to one another the need for a deep understanding of our cultural and national tendencies when are working together.
 
Finally, our critical point of departure is the missio dei--the mission of God. Ultimately we, as the church do not have a mission of our own, we simply take part in the mission of God in the world. The Bible from the beginning to end recounts the way in which God, beginning with his invitation to Adam, to go for a walk--where are you Adam? (Gen 3.9)--and ending with the final invitation of the Spirit and the Bride --"Come!" Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life (Revelation 22.17)--is taking the initiative and inviting humanity into a relationship with himself and with his neighbour. The work of the Missionary God can be seen in the election of Abraham, for benefit of the blessing of Abraham himself and also all the families of the earth; in the liberation of Israel from slavery; in the giving of the law; in the establishment of Israel in the land; in the choosing of David; in the birth and ministry of Jesus the Messiah; especially it can be seen in the Cross and Resurrection of the Christ, in the gift of the Holy Spirit; the establishment of the Church (His body); the guidance of the Apostles and ultimately the Missionary God ends history by establishing his reign in all its fullness. When we "get involved in mission" we are simply sharing in the life and mission of the Missionary God not working in any private project of our own. It means that there is actually no mission of the Kanyan church, nor the Irish church, nor the Argentina church, and not the North American Church. We all aim towards the missio dei. 
 
In the context of our theme today the import of these presuppositions will become apparent.
 
Partnership: do we understand each other?
In the context in which we find ourselves in modern mission, when we ask ourselves, what does Partnership mean, we immediately come up against the problem of cross-cultural communication. This is mainly because Partnership is a word and concept that originated and is used in the Anglo-Saxon context. Each word has a range of meanings and this range is never exactly the same when it is translated. For example the word dog, in the United State or Great Britain, normally means a pet that licks your face, eat food from a can or bag, and that lives in the house, etc. In the Arab world (and maybe in Kenya as well) dog, can mean all these things but it also has a meaning that it does not have in the north which is the sense of an flea ridden street animal, with rabies and a scavenger. Therefore to say dog to and Arab and a British person would not given them the same mental picture. 
 
This communication becomes worse when we think about using a word that has its origin in a foreign country, in another culture or even worse another language. For example, in the Andes, the first Spanish missionaries use the word Dios to communicate the Christian concept of God instead of using the Aymará or Quechua word. They had to fill a word meaningless to the people with the meaning that they wanted to communicate. Today the Aymarás and Quechuas Christians still use the Spanish word when they pray.
 
This is how we are using the word Partnership in Africa or in Spanish. The word and the concept originated in the north and therefore the meaning of the concept has therefore been defined by the English-speaking world. Two problems come out of this. Firstly, how we wish to relate together north/south has been defined by the north. The fact that the relationship between two people or two groups has been defined by one of the parties is not healthy and also does not correspond to the way that the north conceives of Partnership. Secondly, because whatever word or concept embraces very many subtleties and ambiguities, it can cause many misunderstandings and cause hurt and suspicion, especially when it embraces an element as touchy as money. Constant and continuing dialogue is essential. We should never assume that we understand partnership in the same way.
 
There is one more communication problem that must be mentioned when we are using a word in a special way, which is what we are doing when we speak of partnership. For example the word myth is used in theology in a very different way than it is used in general culture. Myth normally means a story with no basis in the truth such as Snow White or the legend of Finmacool (you will have to ask our Irish brothers about this!) Theologians use the word to designate a story that explains an element of reality. It can be a true story or not. So one can call Genesis 1.1-2.3 a myth. This is a true story of how the world was created but it explains a deeper truth. I personally prefer not to use the word with in this way because it has too strong an attachment to the popular meaning. When we use the word Partnership we are not using it in the normal business way, rather in a missiological way. In this context, dialogue becomes even more important.
 
Partnership and the Bible
Keeping all this in mind we have to begin some sort of dialogue and I suggest that the Biblias is our best starting point. It is often said that Partnership is a Biblical concept and along with this, that we use  the English word Partnership because there is no Spanish equivalent to express the concept. When I was thinking about this, I started to realize that there is a contradiction implicit in these assumptions. Firstly looking up partnership in an English Biblical concordance lead to Philippians 1.5 which talks about the Philippians' partnership with Paul in the gospel. That lead to the same verse in Spanish, where the translation was "comunión." Finally this lead to  the source, the original Greek where, to my surprise I encountered the word koininia.
 
A brief study of this word group may help to clarify the issue. Koininia, is the NT word that is various translated into as  'communion', 'fellowship', 'communicate', 'partake', 'contribution', 'common' (in the sense of the Latin communis), There are two adjectives, koinono"  (found 10 times) and sunkoinino"  (found 4 times), which are used as nouns also; and two verbs koinonew  (8 times) and sunkoinonew  (3 times); and the noun koininia (20 times).
 
The word is not a particularly religious word in the NT but is given a special Spiritual meaning by its context. 
 
 
a. a.                  Communion with the Father (I Corinthians 1.9)
b. b.                  Communion with Christ (I Corinthians 10.16)
c. c.                  Communion in the Spirit (Philippians 2.1) This has its application in unity, using the example of Christ's sacrifice.
 
d. d.                  Sharing in a common enterprise, e.g. Christian work (2 Cor. 8:23), or even secular business (Luke. 5:10 Simon and his fishing koinono"); 
e. e.                  Sharing a common experience (e.g. persecution in Heb 10:33 and Revelation 1:9; suffering in 2 Corinthians 1:7; worship in I Corinthians 10:18; murder, as in Matthew 23:30; the compact with demons in pagan cult worship, I Corinthians 10:20). 
f. f.                   Sharing in Common privileges e.g. Romans 11:17; I Corinthians 9:23
g. g.                  Sharing in Common spiritual realities are Phil. 1:7; I Pet. 5:1; and 2 Pet. 1:4, although in the first text the 'grace' in question may be that of apostleship in which both the apostle and church share, and of which Paul writes in Rom. 1:5; Eph. 3:2,8.
 
h. h.                  Sharing through giving.  
a. a.       II Corinthians 9.13 where Paul talks of the "generosity of your contribution." The phrase, "your contribution" translates the Greek phrase te'" koinonia. 
b. b.      Philippians 1.5 may have the same translation where the idea is the Philippians' generous support of his apostolic ministry. 
c. c.       Romans 15. 26 shows how this takes a concrete form of generosity as does II Corinthians 8.4. Acts 2.42 certainly points strongly in this direction. 
 
What we have see is that the koinonia word group has a wide range of contexts in which it can be used but "commonness" in being or in purpose is the thread that runs through all. What is very clear is the idea of sharing something, be it an enterprise, a purpose, an experience, money, whatever it is shared. Beyond this what is shared first in the context of the church, is the faith. What emerges from the koinonia  of the faith is the koinonia   of action. That is to say ontological koinonia  comes first and difines practical koinonia  . But the koinonia of faith MUST have a way to express itself in the practical koinonia, which has concrete consequences. Now we will focus on the other issue that presents itself to us and is one of those concrete consequences of koinonia. 
 
The Bible and Possessions
As we have already said, Biblical Christianity is relational and takes in both the relationship with God and also with our neighbour. The bible therefore has a great deal to say about money and possessions and the way the way they can affect, and do affect our relationships--again, both with God and our neighbour. I warn you now; this is not comfortable stuff.
I want to start this section with an exegesis of Deuteronomy 8: 17-18 which I consider to be a basic biblical economy. 
 
You may say to yourself, "My power and the strength of my hands have produced this wealth for me." But remember the LORD your God, for it is he gives you the ability to produce wealth, and so confirms his covenant, which he swore to your forefathers as it is today.
 
Deuteronomy declares itself to be the collection of speeches given by Moses to the children of Israel just before they entered the land of Canaan. It includes an interpretation of their history up to this point and a contextual reinterpretation of the Book of the Covenant (Exodus 19-24), for the new situation in which Israel are going to find themselves. In chapter 8, Moses is using their experiences in the desert and their sufferings to warn them of the dangers of the prosperity that they will face in the land, flowing with milk and honey.    
 
Firstly Moses points out the danger inherent in every human being to believe that it really is them who has produced wealth and possessions, whether it be via intelligence or hard work. This sort of warning statement is common in Deuteronomy and is often prefaced by the words, "Be careful." This passage is set within a description of God's preservation of Israel in the years in the desert and asserts that nothing is going to change when they enter the land. God will care for them but the must recognize it. 
 
The next phrase is rather unusual because it doesn't directly say, "remember that it is the LORD your God who…" The phrase is simply, "Remember the LORD your God." The recognition that it is God who has provided your wealth is labelled as "remembering the LORD." The idea of "remember" in Deuteronomy is always place along side covenantal loyalty. To remember the LORD is to be faithful and so conversely "forgetting" is not a mental slip but an ethical one. Therefore to say that, "I have produced this wealth," is forgetting the LORD your God and that is infidelity to the covenant. This is clarified strongly in verses 19-20 where "forgetting the LORD your God," is related to idolatry. If the Israelites believed in their own strength to produce wealth, they had fallen into idolatry. The relationship between idolatry and materialism is obvious and does not need to be expounded here.
 
This passage also reveals how those slaves, whom God has sustained throughout the difficult years in the desert could so easily forget from whence they came. The poor are not forearmed against material and spiritual pride when the Lord gives them material possessions. 
 
In the recognition of God's gracious provision of the ability to produce wealth the Israelites saw how he confirms his covenant. And Moses emphasizes here that it is nothing whatsoever to do with us that he is gracious but rather his faithfulness to his covenant to Abraham who had died over 500 years before. God's faithfulness did not depend on them, their actions or even the actions of their forefathers but rather on the simple grace of God. 
 
A final comment must be made. In response to the boastful claim is "that my power and  the strength of my hands has produced wealth for me." Note, "my power," "my hands," and "for me." Moses responds, "it is he who gives you the power to produce wealth" and leaves out completely the words "for me," strongly hinting that the wealth that is produced through the gift of strength from God is not for you but is to be used for other purposes.
 
So wealth, possessions and money are to be seen as the results of God's provision of the power and ability to produce that wealth and nothing to do with our status or abilities. Therefore where we are born, how intelligent we are, the opportunities we have had to accumulate wealth must be seen as gifts from God and therefore at the disposition of God. 
 
This passage serves as an anchor point for all understanding of money which follows. 
 
Jonathan J. Bonk, in his book, Mission and Money: Affluence as a Western Missionary Problem, (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1999, pp.86-107), does an excellent but rather disturbing analysis of the teaching on the Bible and possessions.
 
We have copies of this analysis on paper here and I believe some of you have the book. There are also Spanish translations available. I will not go through the whole of the teaching but rather give a few guidelines of the direction in which this analysis goes. Riches are not wrong, nor is being rich a sin, sometimes the poor are responsible for their own poverty, poverty should not be idealized, but it must be said that riches are also a danger in that they give a false sense of security and can lead to faith being damaged. For God's people in the Old Testament wealth was for the good of others and was to be shared equally among other via the application of certain laws such as  

 

Jubilee law (Lev. 25:8‑43), Sabbatical law (Ex. 23:10‑11; Lev. 25:1‑7; Deut. 15:1‑6; 2 Chronicles. 36:15‑21), Law of the Tithe (Ex. 22:29‑30; Ex. 23:19; Deut. 14:22‑29; Deut. 26:1‑15), Laws dealing with interest, loans and collateral (Ex. 22:25‑27; Lev. 25:35‑38; Deut. 15:1‑11; Deut. 23:19‑20; Deut. 24:6,10‑13,17‑18), Laws about gleaning (Deut. 24:19‑20), Laws regarding debt Repayment (Deut. 15:1‑11), Employment law (Deut. 24:14‑15), Laws limiting the Wealth of Kings (Deut. 17:14‑17 (cf. I Kings 6‑7; 11:1‑6)).
 
The New Testament has a similar view of money and its uses. Bonk says, 
 

The personal possessions of Christ's followers are regarded as a trust, to be used for the good of others. Possessions and wealth are of positive value only when they promote his purposes. Otherwise they become a curse. (Matt. 5:42 Mark 8:34‑38 Luke 6:27‑36 Luke 10:25‑37 Luke 14:12‑14 Luke 16:19‑31 Acts 4:32‑35.) (p. 98)

 
Bonk's conclusions do not make for comfortable reading for those of us from the richer nations.
 
Let no one think that possession of wealth is the only sin, or that only the wealthy sin. All rich and poor have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. The poor have sins to which they are particularly susceptible. But wealth is the context in which the faith of the rich is tested. The gospel is for the rich, as well as for the poor although the rich might at times not recognize the "good news" as good when it is focused so painfully on their pleasantly desperate plight….

 

…In view of the fact that Western missionaries must often number themselves among the rich of this world, the teaching of the Old and New Testaments on the subject of the wealthy and the poor makes very uncomfortable reading, and impossible teaching for those who live privileged lives among the poor. This is perhaps one reason why missionaries from the West are focusing on the upwardly mobile classes of the world's great cities, and why Protestant missionaries at least have little to say to and even less to do with the inhabitants of the slums." This may be one reason why the door of opportunity in Christian mission today is not open before the wealthy Laodicean church, but before the impoverished Philadelphian church. Affluent missions are becoming increasingly marginalized in the great spiritual mission of the church.

 

Even the least self‑examined person cannot but feel uncomfortable when confronted with the plain teaching of the scriptures in these matters In the face of the discomfort induced by the probings of God's revelation a person has recourse to one of three possible options: (1) one may ignore the teaching altogether; (2) one may engage in the transparently dubious exercise of self‑justification by explaining why an uncomfortable teaching doesn't apply to one's personal situation; or (3) one may repent and be converted. (page 106-107.)
 

 

Conclusions

How can we conclude? We live in the concrete context of a massive, financial divide between the rich and the poor, not only in the world as a whole, but also in the church. From our reading of the scriptures we saw that possessions, although not evil in themselves, pose a real, spiritual threat to our own faith and also to our unity. We know that this divide is against God's will but we also know that God works in our imperfect world, with us as imperfect people, in order to establish his perfect kingdom. 

 

Partnership, conceived in human terms not only doesn't help the problem it exacerbates it. What we need is a truly evangelical (gospel) understanding of wealth and unity. In Christ we are one not many, in Christ there is not Jew, Gentile, Slave, Free, Male or Female. There are also no rich or poor, powerful and weak, we are all one in Christ and at the service of the missio dei.  Our mission is to share in His. The fact we have decided to do this together, has already declared Satan's defeat. How we do this together with our vast differences needs the help of the Holy Spirit and a real willingness to sacrifice our personal comforts for the good of His mission.
Paul Davies
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Money and relationships in our cultures

 

We will get into national groups and talk together about how money affects relationships within our cultures. Elect a spokesperson and also a scribe and discuss the following scenarios.

 

1. 1.        There are two close childhood friends who don't work together but live in the same town, one loses his or her job and asks for a loan from the other. 

a. a.       In your culture, would one friend ask another for a loan or would they look for other means of raising funds? 

b. b.      Why?

c. c.       If they were to ask for a loan, how would this financial element affect the relationship between these two friends?

 

2. 2.        Two other friends in another town decide to start a project in a poor area of town. They budget and find that the costs are $1000.00. One of the two, although committed to the project finds that they can only raise $100.00, the other can raise the whole amount and is willing to do so.

a. a.       How do they divide the costs between them?

b. b.      How does this affect their relationship on a personal level?

c. c.       How will each friend now perceive the relationship and the money element within the relationship?

d. d.      How will the decisions made in the project?

 

3. 3.        Two local churches in a town in your country decide to get together on a joint project to start an orphanage in a very poor part of their town. One of the churches is in a middle class area and the other in a poor area, although not as poor as the location of the planned orphanage. After costing, it is shown that the initial cost will be $50,000 with a running cost of $3000.00 per month. The church in the middle class area is able to fund the whole cost and is willing to do so. The poor church can bring $5000.00 to the initial project and $300.00 a month to the running costs.

a. a.       How should the costs of the project be divided? 

b. b.      How will each church now perceive the relationship and the money element within the relationship?

c. c.       How will the decisions made in the project? Does the director of the project come from the rich or poor church? How many from each church should be on the board, which makes the decisions?

 

Obviously this is a similar scenario to number two but it is important to differentiate between how we react personally and corporately. 

After we have discussed these three issues we need to ask ourselves, being as brutally honest as possible, whether our views are in line with the gospel or not. 

 

1. 1.                  Write down five ways in which our cultural perspective on money is in harmony with the gospel.

2. 2.                  Write down five ways in which our cultural perspective on money is in conflict with the gospel.

 

At this point each national group will report back on their findings. These findings will be written up on paper for all to see. We will than divide ourselves into heterogeneous groups (perhaps one from each country in each group) to answer the following questions. 

 

3. 3.                  Are there thing we can learn from one another about our views about partnership and money?

a. a.      Are there things we can teach the others from our cultural perspective?

b. b.     Are there things we can learn from others cultural perspective?

 

4. 4.                  What are the practical ways in which we can move forward towards a more evangelical understanding of partnership and money?

 

5. 5.                  How could and should these practical proposals be implemented in this context of our partnership?

 

Finally we will have a feedback session, trying to draw conclusions and also to project for the future relationship.

