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Defining Dependency

1. Dependency is a natural and necessary part of 
life.

2. Dependency can be financial, physical, 
emotional, or intellectual.

3. Overdependency in one direction is really the 
problem and can result in:

a. Erosion of self-respect.

b. Inhibiting initiative in using existing 
resources.

c. Imitating behavior that destroys cultural 
identity.

4.    Overdependency eventually spirals out of 
control and produces unhealthy ministries.



When Charity Destroys Dignity: Overcoming 
Unhealthy Dependency in the Christian Movement

In the preface, Schwartz notes three current trends in 
missions that, in his opinion, work against his focus on 
reducing dependency (xvi):

1. The increasing number of “international 
partnerships” which, according to Schwartz 
would better be termed “international 
sponsorship.”

2. The increasing tendency to send money 
rather than people to fulfill the Great 
Commission.

3. The increasing number of short-term 
missions. 

Glenn Schwartz



When Charity Destroys Dignity: Overcoming 
Unhealthy Dependency in the Christian Movement

Dependency, according to Schwartz, is the reliance on 
foreign funds and personnel for maintenance and 
growth.  On the other hand, self-reliance “has to do 
with breaking reliance on the resources which are at a 
distance rather than on what God has placed close at 
hand where much of our world lives” (xvi). 

Schwartz sees two primary causes for dependency: 
churches filled with unconverted people , and 
churches built on foreign structures that cannot be 
maintained with local resources. A better alternative 
to dependent churches are churches that show 
psychological ownership and are locally owned & 
locally operated (xx). 

Glenn Schwartz



When Charity Destroys Dignity: Overcoming 
Unhealthy Dependency in the Christian Movement

1. I will give away my rights—they belong to the 
Lord anyway.

2. I will resist the temptation to have an answer for 
everything on every subject.

3. I’ll defer to local people whenever I can so that 
they will know both implicitly and explicitly that I 
do not want to become a source of power for 
them through money or any other influence.

4. I will not condemn anyone if the program I build 
is closed because it cannot be maintained.

5. I will not allow a spirit of dependency to develop 
around me.

Glenn Schwartz

Constructive Missionary Attitudes (87)



When Charity Destroys Dignity: Overcoming 
Unhealthy Dependency in the Christian Movement

6. I will not become bitter or even discouraged if 
any of my rights, privileges and responsibilities 
are taken away.

7. Having someone else take my job is why I came 
here in the first place.

8. I will not get angry when someone begins to talk 
about how the church I have been working with 
will one day be able to stand on its own two feet 
without the need for outsiders like me to prop it 
up.

Glenn Schwartz

Constructive Missionary Attitudes (87)



When Charity Destroys Dignity: Overcoming 
Unhealthy Dependency in the Christian Movement

1. “These people” don’t appreciate what we have 
tried to do for them.

2. As a missionary, I am most productive when I am 
“doing” something. I don’t think this idea of 
“being” is very important.

3. Of course we will give “these people” authority 
when they are ready for it… (maybe in a hundred 
years).

4. If we turn this work over too soon, the work of 
the Lord might be destroyed.

5. When we are gone everything will be up to 
“these people.”  Then we’ll see what happens.

Glenn Schwartz

Destructive Missionary Attitudes (87-88)



To Give or Not to Give? Rethinking Dependency, 
Restoring Generosity, & Redefining Sustainability 

Rowell argues that the Christian West does not give as 
generously as it should, in part because generous 
giving supposedly creates dependency and keeps 
churches from becoming self-supporting. He will say 
that it is possible to increase giving without increasing 
unhealthy dependency.

Rowell sees a double standard: we say the Bible 
teaches generosity, but we fail to give generously for 
fear of dependency. He defines dependency as, “the 
unhealthy patterns of reliance on Western financial 
support that are presumed to be encouraged when 
missionaries readily offer support for indigenous 
workers, for ministry projects, or for facilities 
development in pioneer settings” (15). 

John Rowell



To Give or Not to Give? Rethinking Dependency, 
Restoring Generosity, & Redefining Sustainability 

Rowell agrees that unhealthy dependency on Western 
financial assistance is a problem, but doesn’t see the 
financial assistance as the cause. He sees the 
following “strings” as greater contributors to the 
problem:

1. Initiating project funds by cultural outsiders. 

2. Restricting local leaders from acting on their 
own vision.

3. Subjugating nationals under the leadership 
and direction of the giver. 

John Rowell

“The problem of dependency is rooted more in Western 
practices that express our sense of superiority than in 
indigenous propensities for seeking subsidy as a way of 
life” (25). 



To Give or Not to Give? Rethinking Dependency, 
Restoring Generosity, & Redefining Sustainability 

Some might raise the issue of the “three-self” philosophy as 
an objection to Rowell’s perspective. He counters by arguing 
that the three-selfs should be understood within the context 
out of which they arose, a day of colonial paternalism. Rowell 
writes, “the chief concern in introducing these terms was to 
end missionary dominance, not to address national 
dependence per se. . .and on ending outside governance, not 
on eliminating outside giving” (32-33). Later Rowell states, 
“the current application of the three-self paradigm, introduced 
originally to limit the abusive control of outside authority, 
serves instead to more generally limit the availability of 
ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜέ(35). On the contrary, “sacrificial 
partnership that empowers and enables indigenous leaders to 
advance their own visions and agendas may be the ‘best test’ 
of our own convictions about God’s call on us to be generous 
in our stewardship of vast Western resources” ( 41).

John Rowell



To Give or Not to Give? Rethinking Dependency, 
Restoring Generosity, & Redefining Sustainability 

John Rowell

Rowell believes that the current missiological 
application of the three-self paradigm promotes an 
unhealthy focus on dependency when it would be 
better to focus on investment.  He compares these 
two ideas in a chart on page 49:



To Give or Not to Give? Rethinking Dependency, 
Restoring Generosity, & Redefining Sustainability 

1. Agree on pursuing a common goal.

2. Define principles leading to an exit strategy.

3. Paternalism has no place.

4. Commit to extravagant generosity (all parties).

5. The most contextually relevant parties take the lead.

6. All parties are agreed that all churches (whether Western 
or indigenous) should be accountable—even if they are 
self-supporting, self-propagating, and self-governing.

7. Initiative for developing new vocational workers, planning 
and implementing new projects, and launching programs 
for new facilities development originates with national 
leaders rather than with expatriate missionaries.

John Rowell



To Give or Not to Give? Rethinking Dependency, 
Restoring Generosity, & Redefining Sustainability 

8. In the interest of sustainability, Western investments in 
programs and facilities will be approved only after careful 
evaluation of the national church’s capacity to maintain, 
manage, and operate the ministries created by the 
proposed investment of funds.

9. Biblical principles of stewardship and financial 
management are taught to all members associated with 
national churches.

John Rowell



To Give or Not to Give? Rethinking Dependency, 
Restoring Generosity, & Redefining Sustainability 

These covenant principles lead to what Rowell calls a 
Missionary Marshall Plan with application for both the senders 
and the goers. First, principles for the senders (169-184):

The Principle of Primary Responsibility: US local churches 
should individually see their primary responsibility in the 
GC and not subcontract the work out to mission agencies. 

The Principle of Providential Provocation: US local 
churches should focus their objective based on God’s 
leading.

The Principle of Preeminent Grace: US local churches must 
give enough to adequately deal with cures, not  to “merely 
trifle with a society’s symptomatic needs” (p. 178).

The Principle of Prophetic Investment: Sometimes we 
need to go against the grain and make investments for 
posterity with little hope for immediate results.

John Rowell



To Give or Not to Give? Rethinking Dependency, 
Restoring Generosity, & Redefining Sustainability 

Next, principles for the “goers” (185-198):

The Principle of Personal Covenant: We must enter with a long-term 

commitment to covenant relationships, not a commercial or contractual 
relationship. 

The Principle of Purposeful Promotion: Indigenous leadership must govern 
without fear of overrule by the Western missionary, who should defer, not 
dominate.

The Principle of Paraklesis: “We *Western missionaries+ are most valuable 
to them when we are most available to aid in their success in ways they find 
meaningful” (p. 192).

The Principle of Proportional Sacrifice: In war everybody must sacrifice a 
portion of what they have for the common cause. Everybody contributes. 
For the West, this means, among other things, finances. For the Rest, this 
may mean other things such as language acumen or contextual credibility.

The Principle of Peacemaking Prayer: As ministers of reconciliation (2 Cor 
5:18-20), we are to focus on reconciliation, not retribution. This perspective 
can be cultivated only through prayer.

John Rowell



Analysis of Schwartz and Rowell

They seem to be coming at dependency from different     
perspectives.

Schwartz focuses on planting new churches and on already non-
indigenous churches.

Rowell focuses on already independent and indigenous churches.

Neither perspective strikes an adequate balance. 

Schwartz doesn’t sufficiently address biblical texts that speak of 
Christian generosity. Makes a better practical case.

Rowell doesn’t sufficiently address the practical problems that 
accompany Christian generosity. Makes a better biblical case, 
although he confuses missions and benevolence.



Analysis of Schwartz and Rowell

Both emphasize the importance of a culturally adjusted 
missionary and local leadership working together.

Schwartz’s discussion on marginal conversion is important and is 
a large part of the dependency problem. 

Rowell’s underlying conflation of word and deed ministries as 
equal parts of the Great Commission skews his perspective on 
genuine missionary activity. 
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