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Fifty years ago Max Warren declared: “Partnership is an idea whose time has not yet fully 
come”.1 Since then the rhetoric of cross-cultural Christian partnerships has reverberated 
incessantly through conference halls and down the corridors of mission agencies, finding 
expression in countless Church documents. Christians from the South, though, describe 
partnership with churches and agencies from the West as akin to dancing with elephants: too 
big, too powerful and too clumsy.2 In this article I will examine accountability, the crux of 
cross-cultural Christian partnership. My aim is to offer a reflection that enables practitioners 
of mission in churches and agencies from the North to work out what accountability means in 
their context. So, although unable to cease being elephants, they may learn to dance 
treading on fewer toes.   
 
 
I.  PARTNERSHIP 
 
The popularity of partnership should not blind us to the fact that it does not encompass 
everything that can be said about mission, nor that its attractiveness is partly attributable to 
what it is not. Stanley Skreslet remarks that the “case for making partnership a paramount 
norm has been made on the basis of what it negates (colonialism, a crusading spirit); its 
highest recommendation lies in its inoffensiveness”.3 However, whilst the theory of 
partnership in mission has been bandied about as unobjectionable, actual practice has 
remained rather less benign. Warren’s observations regarding the word’s etymology are 
pertinent. ‘Partner’ probably derives from the Anglo-French parcener, an old legal term 
denoting co-heirship. “The overtones of this ancestry with their suggestions of property-rights 
and status and dignity, no less that the undertones which record less happy things such as 
jealousy, suspicion and litigation, must not be forgotten in our recognition of the modern 
meaning of the word”.4  
 
‘Partnership’ is used widely in business and among NGOs, as well as in mission circles. Any 
discussion among Christians will need to begin, however, by outlining the biblical and 
theological foundations for partnerships. Warren, ahead of his time, proposed that 
partnership was grounded in the nature of God and his relationship with people. These, in 
turn, produce demands upon his creatures in their dealings with each other.5 Among the 
latter is the obligation to cooperate as equals on the basis of a common identity ‘in Christ’. It 
is noteworthy that since the middle of the last century the Church’s mission has come to be 
conceived as participation in the Missio Dei, the primary mission of God to the world.6 This 

                                                 
1   Max Warren, Partnership: The Study of an Idea (London: SCM, 1956), 11. This article was originally conceived to celebrate 

the 50th anniversary of Warren’s important little book, which still has much to teach us. I acknowledge with thanks 
comments by Andrew Kirk and Rogelio Prieto on a preliminary draft. 

2  A quip among participants at the Iguassa Dialogue, cf. Global Missiology for the 21st Century: The Iguassa Dialogue (ed. W. 
D. Taylor; Pasadena: William Carey Library, 1999), 538. 

3  Stanley Skreslet, “The Empty Basket of Presbyterian Mission: Limits and Possibilities of Partnership,” IMBR 19 (1995): 98–
104, quote 103. Emphasis original. 

4  Warren, Partnership, 12. Note that the translation of ‘partnership’ is not always straightforward. In Spanish, for instance, the 
nearest equivalent would be ‘socio’, which has connotations of business partner, a means of making money, not an end in 
itself. A similar situation pertains to Russian, cf. Douglas P. Tiessen, “Global Interdependent Ministry Partnerships in the 
Russian Context,” Mission Studies 22 (2005): 115–34, esp. 120. 

5  Warren, Partnership, 34–53. 
6  For a summary of the history of Missio Dei see David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of 

Mission (New York: Orbis, 1991), 389–93. 
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chimes perfectly with partnership. Instead of mission being the sending of resources from the 
West to the rest, it is sharing in God’s one mission as members, each with a distinct role, of 
the one body of Christ.7 Thus partnership is not merely a good idea for Christian mission, but 
“a matter of basic theological reality about the nature and calling of the church [sic].”8  
 
One modern definition of partnership in mission is “using mutual gifts to accomplish tasks”.9 
This definition is broad, potentially including ways of relating that are not partnerships, for 
example, sub-contracting or networking, but allowing for a variety of ways in which 
partnerships can be organised.10 Although there is no single word that encompasses 
‘partnership’, several biblical resources have been proposed as informing its nature, 
including covenant, koinonia, body of Christ, Eucharist, Societas, Paul’s collection, 
fellowship, and non-reciprocity.11 Warren summarises the locus classicus of Christian 
partnership in 1 Corinthians 12 as “each part—working properly”.12 This highlights three 
aspects of partnership. First, there are individual parts: partnership is not absorption. Warren 
stressed “there is no suggestion whatever that partnership in the things of God or in 
obedience to the gospel means a loss of individuality, an ironing out of differences. The 
differences remain: the unity is discovered in the Person who operates through all the 
diversity and to whom all owe allegiance.”13 Second, these parts stand in relationship to each 
other: they are not utterly isolated or independent, but interdependent. Third, each has a 
distinct and necessary role: healthy performance depends upon all members being willing 
and able to fulfil their proper function. This vision of the Church in partnership implies 
communication between constituent parts of the body, like a dance in which an individual’s 
movements continually influence other dancers.  
 
In practice there is considerable agreement that effective partnerships include strong 
accountability.14 What accountability should look like is a more difficult question—the issue to 
which we now turn. 
 
 
II.  ACCOUNTABILITY 
 
What is ‘accountability’? Alex Araujo suggests “[a]ccountability in its broadest sense is the 
condition whereby the motives and actions of one person are subject to review, examination 
and judgement by another person or by an authority structure. This is often involuntary”.15 
Perhaps the coercive nature of accountability explains Robert Behn’s caustic remarks. 
“Everyone wants people—other people—to be held accountable”;16 and regardless of motive 
                                                 
7  See Colin Marsh, “Partnership in Mission: To Send or to Share?” IRM 42 (2003): 370–81, esp. 371. 
8  Chris Sugden, “Partnership,” Transformation 14.2 (1997): 28. Cf. Eph 2.11–3.10.  
9  William D. Taylor, “Introduction: Setting the Partnership Stage,” in Kingdom Partnerships for Synergy in Missions (ed. W. D. 

Taylor; Pasadena: William Carey Library, 1994), 4. 
10  Taylor, Kingdom Partnerships, 245–46, identifies eight modalities: Mother/Daughter, Parachurch, National support model, 

Nationals-on-the-team model, Paternal network model, Secondment model, empowerment model, and Enablement model. 
11  See Johannes Nissen, “Unity and Diversity: Biblical Models for Partnership,” Mission Studies 14 (1997): 121–46. Further 

discussion of the biblical material on partnership includes:  Charles Van Engen, “Towards a Theology of Mission 
Partnerships,” Missiology 29 (2001): 11–44; Luis Bush, “In Pursuit of True Christian Partnership: A Biblical Basis from 
Philippians,” in Partners in the Gospel: The Strategic Role of Partnership in World Evangelization (ed. J. H. Kraakevik & D. 
Welliver; Wheaton: Billy Graham Center, nd), 3–16; and Frampton F. Fox, “Partnership—More that a buzzword,” EMQ 37 
(2001): 294–304. 

12  Warren, Partnership, 80.  
13  Warren, Partnership, 52. 
14  Although partnership has often been idealised Vicky Mancuso Brehm’s study of partnerships involving European NGOs 

reached an important conclusion, viz. there was widespread agreement that the “key ingredients for effective partner 
relationships [are]: mutuality; clearly defined expectations, rights and responsibilities; accountability and transparency”, 
Promoting Effective North-South NGO Partnerships (Oxford: INTRAC, 2001), 14. Without original emphasis. 

15  Alex Araujo, “Confidence Factors: Accountability in Christian Partnerships,” in Kingdom Partnerships for Synergy in 
Missions, 119–130, quote 120.  

16  Robert D. Behn, Rethinking Democratic Accountability (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2001), 2. 

 

Encounters Mission Ezine Issue 10: February 2006 2 of 13 
 
 www.redcliffe.org/mission  
 
 



 

those on the receiving end “have a clear understanding of what accountability means: 
Accountability means punishment.”17 We might feel that this is an unfair assessment of what 
we mean by others being accountable to us, especially in a Christian context, but Behn’s 
comments should make one wary of producing ‘accountability’ from the magician’s hat as the 
answer to problems in partnerships, even if ideas such as mutual trust are introduced as 
refinements.18 In fact, social-scientific literature on accountability is decidedly less sanguine. 
Keith Hoskin distinguishes between responsibility and accountability. The former implies 
stewardship and a reckoning for the discharge of one’s charge. Accountability is more all 
encompassing.  
 

One is no longer just a steward of goods, monies or powers, answerable for 
past performance and present circumstance. Accountability ranges more freely 
over time and space, focusing as much on future potential as on past 
accomplishment, connecting and consolidating performance reports to plans 
and forecasts…[it] is therefore a system threatening continual potential failure, 
even for those who are consistently successful.19

 
Many readers will be familiar with this sort of accountability in their workplace. Cris Shore 
and Susan Wright attribute its widespread adoption to the managerial reforms of the 1980s in 
which ‘accountability’ became a management technique.20 Individuals were required to 
‘account’ for both past actions and future plans, with an emphasis upon efficiency rather than 
effectiveness. Shore and Wright identify the underlying management theory as ‘Taylorian’, 
after one of the earliest organisational theorists, a not very oblique criticism given that 
organizational theory has developed significantly since the turn of the 20th century.  
 
In short, one must beware of adopting a view of accountability derived from ‘common sense’. 
Instead, a suitable view of accountability in cross-cultural Christian partnerships must be 
biblically and theologically informed. There are several ways in which this might be achieved, 
but I will use the theological rubric of creation, fall, redemption and consummation as a lens 
through which to view issues relating to ‘accountability’. 
 
 
A.  Creation 
 
The doctrine of creation is foundational for everything theological that can be said about 
accountability in cross-cultural partnerships. To start, creation is the arena of God’s activity. It 
is axiomatic that humans are accountable on the ‘vertical’, God-individual plane, to God 
himself.21 It is also clear that people are accountable for their treatment of each other on the 
‘horizontal’ plane. Genesis 4.9–16 points to God holding people accountable on the 
interpersonal level, and the whole biblical legal apparatus was developed to enable just 
accountability between people before God. This is one ground for thinking accountability is a 
fundamental aspect of mission partnerships, and Lundy remarks quite appropriately, that “we 
should not dismiss a pressuring toward mutual accountability in intercultural partnerships as 
evidence per se of a colonial or imperialistic mentality being foisted on Two-Thirds World 
participants”.22  

                                                 
17  Behn, Democratic Accountability, 3. 
18  See Araujo’s definition of Christian partnership, “Confidence Factors,” 121.  
19  Keith Hoskin, “The ‘awful idea of accountability’: inscribing people into the measurement of objects’ in Accountability: Power, 

Ethos & the Technologies of Managing (ed. R. Munro & J. Mouritsen; London / Boston: International Thomson Business 
Press, 1996), 265–82, quote 265–66. 

20  Cris Shore and Susan Wright, “Coercive accountability: the rise of audit culture in higher education,” in Audit Cultures: 
Anthropological studies in accountability, ethics and the academy (ed. M Strathern; London / New York: Routledge, 2000), 
57–89.  

21  Cf. Gen 2.16; 3.9. 
22  David Lundy, We are the World: Globalisation and the changing face of missions (Carlisle: OM Publishing, 1999), 19. 
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Creation is also the place where human action occurs. On the one hand we talk of human 
action. People are created as individuals, and this individuality is an essential characteristic 
of the moral actor, even if the ethical mores one holds are more communal than 
individualistic. In terms of partnership this aspect of creation implies the continued identity of 
each party; partnership between people cannot exist when one party is viewed as an 
extension of the other. Warren explains that 
 

‘I’ cannot be said to be involved, to be responsible or liable, unless the 
possibility remains ever present of my contracting out of the partnership, 
ceasing, that is, to be responsible or liable. This is a point of far reaching 
importance. Upon its fullest recognition the moral character of partnership 
among men [sic] depends.23  

 
The first lesson for a Christian view of accountability in cross-cultural partnerships, therefore, 
is that it should respect the other as an ‘other’. On the other hand we talk of human action. 
The context for action is the created moral order, a non-human given that both authorises 
certain responses to it and places limits on the range of acceptable choices.24 The point is 
that there are many ways of responding well to God’s creation: the moral order may 
proscribe certain things, but it does not prescribe. For this reason positively framed moral 
injunctions are necessarily general.25 With respect to accountability in partnerships we can 
draw a second lesson: there will be many possible accountabilities and that it is neither 
necessary nor desirable to define one sort as definitively ‘Christian’, although some varieties 
may well be classified as ‘sub-Christian’. So, for example, the bureaucratic model of 
accountability that measures results, the sort often associated with northern Europeans and 
Anglo-Saxons is not necessarily preferable to a more ‘Latin’ accountability, in which loyalty to 
people takes precedence. To clarify, I am not asserting that ‘loyalty’ is always unambiguously 
positive, nor that results are unimportant for non-Westerners, simply that one can be held 
accountable first for loyalty to a patron or other members of the group and then more 
impersonal values.26  

 
The doctrine of creation, then, establishes the grounds for mutual accountability and 
authorises a plurality of accountabilities, that is, a variety of ways of being accountable. This 
is an important first step in determining the nature of mutual accountability in cross-cultural 
Christian partnerships, although as a crucial counterbalance to overly optimistic views of 
creation it is essential to consider the effects of the fall.  
 
 
B.  Fall 
 
The doctrine of the fall illuminates two particular problems with respect to accountability in 
cross-cultural partnerships, viz. overbearing control due to an imbalance of power between 
parties and deception. 
 
Andrew Kirk offers a concise analysis of power in Christian partnerships.27 He observes that 
power can be a positive reality for virtually everyone, meaning we have the freedom to act. 

                                                 
23  Warren, Partnership, 13. 
24  For an excellent treatment of creation as the objective arena for ethics see Oliver O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral 

Order: An Outline for Evangelical Ethics (2nd ed.; Leicester: Apollos, 1994), 31–52; for a simpler restatement cf. David 
Attwood, Changing Values: How to find truth in modern times (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1998), 60–72. 

25  So, e.g., the fifth commandment; even Rom 12.20 is context specific as the surrounding verses make clear.  
26  The danger with this sort of illustration is stereotyping. It is better to say that people from both sorts of context appreciate the 

value of both personal and impersonal values, but that they prioritise them differently. 
27  Andrew Kirk, What is Mission?: Theological Explorations (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000), 194–98. 
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As a God given faculty the exercise of power is intrinsically legitimate. Power, however, is 
easily corrupted. It is characteristic of human existence this side of the fall that it is employed 
to dominate and control rather than facilitate and edify. Such coercion may take the form of 
naked aggression or more subtle manipulation. Although transformed by Christ, those 
involved in mission partnerships will do well to contemplate how their exercise of power is 
affected by the fall. Although it is neither desirable nor possible to excise power from 
partnerships, there are implications for accountability in cross-cultural relationships, 
particularly where ‘elephants’ possess inordinate power relative to their dancing partners. 
This places the responsibility for its controlled use upon mission agencies and churches from 
the North, at least in the majority of cases.  
 
As examples of ends of a spectrum I note two ways power can be used. The first is clearly 
marked by the fall, since it is characterised by pretensions to knowledge and control that 
rightly belong only to God.28 The aim of a partnership in this scheme is to use local Christians 
to establish a branch of Western church or agency X in less-well-off nation Y. This is 
colonialism—and the fact that some modern business ventures from Asian or Latin American 
nations adopt similar strategies does not make it any less so. A typical consequence with 
respect to accountability is that there is only commitment to the project when there is more or 
less complete control. Apart from implying a lack of trust and respect for the other as a true 
partner there is a mismatch between the means and end of mission: people are controlled, 
much as puppets on a string, with the aim of creating a community of free people.29 Perhaps 
many missions and churches pursue such a strategy quite ‘innocently’, as a result of 
inadequate reflection upon their missiological practice. For example, one subtle manipulation 
of power is to allow considerable freedom to a ‘partner’, thus simulating local initiative, but to 
retain ultimate control of long-term strategy and funding. I believe such paternalism involves 
a profound disregard of Jesus’ injunction in Matthew 20.25–28 not to lord it over other 
Christians.  
 
The second way of using power takes the example of Christ the humble servant as a 
normative model.30 It recognises that because of the nature of its membership or historic 
status the institutional church, in some places at least, already possesses power, but seeks 
to serve rather than control. If these – manipulative control and humble service – are two 
ends of a spectrum and most cross-cultural partnerships fall somewhere in between, 
practical steps are required if accountability is not to be marred by inappropriate use of 
power. Colin Marsh, points out that in this endeavour simply changing structures is 
insufficient, since process and values are equally important.31 In fact, structures are likely to 
be a reflection of the latter.  
 
If abuse of power by Northern institutions is a problem typically identified by Christians from 
the South, the reverse is true of deception. The charge is that strict accounting for resources 

                                                 
28  Cf. Norma Everist, “Dependency Hinders Development: An Exploration of Receiving Relationships,” Currents in Theology 

and Mission 16 (1989): 346–53, esp. 51. Regarding pretensions to knowledge note the challenge of U2’s song, One 
  Have you come here for forgiveness? 
  Have you come to raise the dead? 
  Have to you come to play Jesus, 
  To the lepers in your head? 
29  Cf. Gal 5.1. 
30  Phil 2.3–11. 
31  Marsh, “Send or Share?,” 373–79. Marsh uses a different theoretical model of power to Kirk, but these practical implications 

could be derived from either author. One problem with an overemphasis upon structures is that many people have an image 
of organisations as machines, which tends to lead to the development of rigid structures and detailed operating procedures. 
Other images of organisations include ‘organisations as organisms’, ‘organisations as brains’ and ‘organisations as 
cultures’. Each metaphor is a partial account of reality, leading to quite different conceptions of how an organisation should 
function and, in the context of this paper, the view of accountability that is deemed necessary, cf. Gareth Morgan, Images of 
Organization (2nd ed.; London: Sage, 2000). 
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is necessary because there is much deception and other underhand dealing. I doubt, 
however, that it is an exclusively ‘southern’ issue, more a question of nomenclature. At the 
end of John Major’s tenure as UK Prime Minister the press made much of ministerial ‘sleaze’. 
This angered an African friend, who noted that when similar things occurred in her country 
they were called ‘corruption’. Corruption is generic, regardless of prettifying labels; and 
equally abhorrent to God as an instance of sin and injustice.32

  
It is important to avoid saying all Western partners are bad and all non-Western partners 
good, or vice versa. The doctrine of the fall provides missiologists theoretical and theological 
space to do so by pointing to the ubiquity of sin. I have pointed to two areas in which human 
wrong is evident in cross-cultural partnerships, the abuse of power and deception. These 
sins have not gone unnoticed by other commentators. Suggestions for ameliorating the 
affects of the fall include greater clarity and consultation.33 Araujo argues that the litmus test 
of healthy relationships between different groups and organisations “is the autonomy to make 
decisions”, something threatened by both power imbalance and deception.34 Indeed, 
although this section has focused on the negative impact of the fall we should remember that 
accountability, properly conceived, is positive, a means of mutual empowerment that enables 
partners to make responsible decisions on the basis of their common identity ‘in Christ’. But 
with these ideas we have already moved onto the next theological nexus, redemption.  
 
 
C.  Redemption 
 
God’s great acts of redemption, above all the definitive rescue of humanity in Jesus Christ, 
have much to teach those deliberating accountability.35 Principal among them is the creation 
of a certain sort of community, which I touched upon above when discussing partnership. 
Here I will develop the implications of Jesus as the humble, self abasing Redeemer36 for 
mutual accountability. 
 
Araujo notes there is no theological basis for a completely independent local church.37 In fact, 
independence is illusory and unbiblical.38 The pre-eminent missiologist of the 20th century, 
David Bosch, although critical of the call for a moratorium on mission as perpetuating the 
“myth of the sinless victim”,39 argued that its essence was a plea to be heard. The answer to 
this appeal, claims Bosch, “can only be found when the churches in the West and those in 
the Third World have come to the realization that each of them has at least as much to 
receive from the other as it has to give”.40 This does not mean that there has to be an 

                                                 
32  We might note that some social-scientific studies link powerlessness and deception, e.g., Michel de Certeau (The Practice 

of Everyday Life (Trans. S. Rendall; Berkley: University of California Press, 1984), 24–28) talks of la perruque, the wig, 
whereby workers give the appearance of working, whilst actually undertaking their own projects; and Michael Gilsenan 
(“Lying, Honor, and Contradiction,” in Transaction & Meaning: Directions in the Anthropology of Exchange and Symbolic 
Behaviour (ed. B. Kapferer; Philadelphia: American Anthropological Association, 1976), 191–219) argues that lying creates 
uncertainty, and thus personal space, in situations where privacy is difficult to achieve. 

33  E.g. Daniel Rickett, “Accountability in Cross-Cultural Partnerships.” (Online: http://www.partnersintl.org/ 
 pdf/accountability.pdf Accessed 30/11/05), who summarises three steps: (1) check the way you think about accountability, 

(2) discuss accountability with your partners, (3) and write a joint definition of accountability. 
34  Alex Araujo, Freedom and Dependency in Christian Partnerships (San José: Partners International, 1996), 4. 
35  I do not wish to drive a wedge between creation and kingdom ethics, cf. Atkinson, Changing Values, 72–87. 
36  Especially Phil 2.3–11. 
37  See, e.g., Araujo, Freedom and Dependency, 3. 
38  Araujo, Freedom and Dependency, 1. Tiessen (“Russian Context,” 121) describes three missionary eras: Dependent Era 

(1793–1945), Independent Era (1945–74) and Interdependent Era (1974–Present). I think it is unlikely dependency and 
independency were abandoned over 30 years ago, and that all three modes of mission presently coexist. I agree that we 
should strive for interdependent mission ‘in Christ’. 

39  David J. Bosch, “Towards True Mutuality: Exchanging the Same Commodities or 
Supplementing Each Others’ Needs?,” Missiology 6 (1978): 283–96, quote 290. 

40  Bosch, “True Mutuality,” 291. 
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exchange of similar ‘commodities’, for example, personnel or finances. In fact, mutuality 
springing from humility requires the exchange of different gifts. “Genuine reciprocity can only 
develop where the two respective partners do not receive the same as they have given. In 
other words: does reciprocity not presuppose complimentarity?”41 Bosch believes that the 
crux of the matter is that churches in the North think they are independent. “Deep down in 
our hearts we believe we have enough and to spare, not only financially but also spiritually. 
We think, and the others sense that we think, that we are, in the last analysis, independent of 
them.”42  
 
This was written in a major mission journal nearly thirty years ago. Since then much has 
been made of the spiritual vitality of Southern churches and Christianity’s shifting (or already 
shifted) centre of gravity. But if we really believed this would not mission praxis have 
changed? If we really believed that spiritual gifts were at least as important as fat bank 
accounts and a comfortable lifestyle would not the Western church have seen long ago that 
God’s preference for the poor means that “partnership is most important for Christians who 
are not poor to learn from poor Christians the meaning of what God is saying and doing”.43 If 
we really believed this then it would drive mission practice. 
 
The problem may not lie entirely with the relatively rich, compromised Western Church. If 
people in the south really believed that money was not the better part of the solution to their 
ills perhaps they / we would not be quite so envious, but more relaxed about the potential 
benefits of extant partnerships. It seems to me that our Lord’s instruction to pray ‘lead us not 
into temptation’ is, in different ways, relevant to all those engaged in cross-cultural 
partnerships.  
 
What does this have to do with accountability? Everything. People only want others to be 
accountable for the things that are important to them. It is no accident that the demand for 
accountability is almost always tied to financial probity, or the fear of financial impropriety. 
And when there is no financial interest, the ‘spiritual’ interest grows cold.44

 
The vision of partnership I have outlined is a two way street. This has important implications: 
we must speak of mutual respect and accountability, where both parties are accountable to 
each other, not just the recipient accountable to the donor. In recent years a verbal 
commitment to mutuality along these lines has surfaced in some mission circles. There is a 
danger, however, of understanding mutuality too simply, even naively. One attempt to 
delineate a model of mutual accountability between partners appeals to the family rather than 
business as a model. Instead of being considered as stockholders partners are thought of as 
members; relationships rather than money are the mechanisms of control; and 
complementary contributions replace competitiveness. Rob Brynjolfson, summarises the 
view of the Iguassa think tank: “the business model is one-sided, whereas the family model 
seeks a mutual accountability”.45 Whilst heuristically useful there is an air of idealism about 
this scheme. I will make two observations. First, the fall has affected all aspects of life, 
including the family. There are plenty of instances of the family being both a support and a 

                                                 
41  Bosch, “True Mutuality,” 293. Emphasis original. 
42  Bosch, “True Mutuality,” 292. 
43  Sugden, “Partnership,” 28. Note also the comment by Antonio González “poverty as the realm for encountering God 

constitutes an essential theme of Christian spirituality of all epochs. Despite the great failures of the church [sic] in this 
regard, it has never quite forgotten this essential dimension of the gospel of Jesus Christ.” The Gospel of Faith and Justice 
(trans. J. Owens; New York: Orbis, 2005), 5. 

44  There are many examples, I offer one of an organisation that faithfully supported the seminary where I work for many years. 
It was thought an interest that went beyond the financial existed, but there was disappointment when limited resources and 
a changed political situation led to money being redirected to Eastern Europe, along with any personal or institutional 
interest.  

45  Rob Brynjolfson, “From synthesis to synergy: the Iguassu think tanks,” in Iguassa Dialogue, 477–90, quote 482. 
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source of repression.46 Second, family and business are not ‘models’ of doing mission in 
partnership at all; they are metaphors. The family was used as a metaphor of the Church in 
the New Testament to explain and promote something concerning the way Christians should 
behave towards each other. This is because ways of thinking affect behaviour. The Church 
was meant to be a place where people found support as if other Christians were family 
members. This was radical stuff, and continues to be so despite changes in family structures. 
But the Church did not become a family.47 In the same way, thinking about relationships and 
accountability in mission as ‘business orientated’ or ‘family orientated’ is to speak in 
metaphors, not of reality. Mission agencies, for example, are not businesses or families, but 
just that: mission agencies; and how they should live this reality regarding accountability is 
the subject of a debate that should not be curtailed by rhetorical reference to simplifying 
metaphors. 
 
Rather than use either stockholders or family members to describe the relationships between 
partners I propose using ‘stakeholders’. This concept arose in management studies precisely 
to differentiate between shareholding and other interests, for example, those of employees, 
the local community, suppliers, and customers, all of whom are affected by a firm’s activities. 
In a mission context agencies have supporters, employees, mission partners and institutional 
partners, whilst churches have members, leaders and often other staff, plus the surrounding 
community. In addition, each partner has an interest in the other. My contention is that both 
sides must recognise that their interlocutors have obligations and moral duties to others, as 
well as the other partner, and that this may explain why a certain sort of accountability is 
required. It is one of the tasks of partnership to educate the other in the responsibilities that 
one has to other stakeholders, not only that particular partner. And it may be appropriate to 
require accountability for an action or omission even if the partner objects; it is not 
necessarily good mission practice always to give priority to the interests of a specific 
partner.48 Indeed, it could be argued that juggling the proper interests of different 
stakeholders is the challenge of running a mission agency or local church in the 21st century.  
  
In the practical example studied by Marsh it is interesting that an agency which was 
attempting to accommodate the wishes of both UK and other churches, could not do so. 
Perceiving itself as a catalyst for a new sort of partnership it had to choose to pursue its 
vision by ignoring, for a time, the somewhat inert formal structures of the Church of 
England.49 This anecdote confirms the intuition that it is not possible to treat all stakeholders 
equally—at least, not all of the time. But it is an issue of (Christian) justice that the exigencies 
of accountability are consistent. Paul Hiebert and Sam Larsen envisage three types of 
partner, the miser, the accountant and the steward. Although the structure of their argument 
leads them to overload the ‘steward’ type, they offer the important observation that missions 
often view their own personnel as stewards, but revert to an accounting mentality when 
‘entrusting’ operations to others.50 

 
Changing from dominant-dependent relationships to mutually interdependent relationships is 
not straightforward. Perhaps a start towards mutuality can be made by the more powerful 
partner, usually a Western agency, humbly and honestly evaluating its own accountability to 
each and every stakeholder, not simply the annual auditor.51 If they do not, change may be 

                                                 
46  That family honour, for example, demands the murder of a ‘wayward’ sister or daughter would not be defended by many 

Christians, but occurs quite frequently, as cases of ‘honour killings’ testify. On a less dramatic note many people complain 
the family is at once an encouragement and a burden. 

47  See also Paul’s argument about marriage and the Church, Eph 5.22–32. 
48  Of course, accountability itself can conflict with other values, e.g., privacy or local autonomy. 
49  Marsh, “Send or Share?,” 376–77. 
50  Paul Hiebert and Sam Larsen, “Partnership in the Gospel: Misers, accountants and stewards,” Direction 28 (1999): 55–62, 

esp 61.  
51  Ricketts, “Accountability,” 4. Obviously, legal audit requirements remain a factor in any partnership.  
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forced upon agencies, since many are no longer in a monopoly relationship with Southern 
churches, and the latter may now often choose with whom they wish to deal.  
 
 
D.  Consummation 
 
The Church lives in the era of the ‘now, but not yet’. In the words of the Nicene Creed, “We 
look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come”. First Corinthians 4.5 
states that at his Second Coming, the Lord “will bring to light the things now hidden in 
darkness and will disclose the purposes of the heart. Then each one will receive 
commendation from God.” The theological idea of disclosure and judgement is a significant 
resource for thinking about transparency and accountability. And not just negatively, since 
transparency enables affirmation and support; and its absence often implies superficiality. 
 
It is not the case that because everything will be laid bare and open to inspection at the end 
of time contemporary partnerships demand total transparency. All relationships are to some 
extent exclusive, requiring a degree of privacy from outsiders in order to thrive and develop. 
In a one-to-one relationship like marriage this is not especially problematic. With friendships 
and partnerships, however, there are often several parties involved and complete disclosure 
to one may prejudice another. Notwithstanding this difficulty one may make an a priori 
presumption in favour of transparency since the act of rendering partners accountable 
appears to cohere with a life of integrity. If I know that I will have to publicise my actions I am 
more likely to ensure they tally with my words, and I will assume that the same is true of my 
partner. There are, however, several problems with this view of accountability.  
 
First, it is crucial to recognise that the final judgement is definitive and irrevocable precisely 
because it is an infallible, divine reckoning. Attempts to emulate this sort of judgement by 
people cannot but fail and being aware of a desire for excessive transparency and 
accountability is a first step towards avoiding putting ourselves where we do not belong: in 
God’s shoes.  
 
Second, on a practical level, transparency requires information. In a donor-recipient 
relationship this leads to what Mancuso Brehm terms the “extracting role” of donor 
agencies.52 Limited organisational capacities mean recipients change practices to fit donors’ 
needs. From personal experience I concur with her observation that “[o]nly strong, Southern 
partners with a clear identity can withstand the risk of becoming donor driven”.53 

 
Third, systems for accountability are not neutral. Accountancy systems, in particular, are 
control orientated and based upon a particular view of property rights established by 
contract. Furthermore, accountancy is emphatically not an objective science. Stewart states 
that to argue “accounting is like a barometer, or speedometer, for example, is to grossly 
misunderstand its nature”.54 Accountancy is an art, concealing at least as much as it reveals, 
and by measuring certain things and not others, both the way an organisation works and 
operational priorities are affected.55 This, in turn, has implications for the exercise of power in 
relationships. In short, there is no need to insist financial accounting be the backbone of 
accountability in Christian cross-cultural partnerships 
 

                                                 
52  Mancuso Brehm, “Promoting Effective Partnerships,” 32. 
53  Mancuso Brehm, “Promoting Effective Partnerships,” 32. Without original emphasis. 
54  I. C. Stewart, “Accounting and Accountability: Double Entry, Double Nature, Double Identity” in On Moral Business: 

Classical and Contemporary Resources for Ethics in Economic Life (ed. M. L. Stackhouse et al; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1995), 635–41, quote 637. 

55  Accountancy conventions, which are often very detailed, whilst varying between countries, might be likened to schools of 
art, e.g. (probably inadvisably!), impressionism or naïve realism. 
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Fourth, systems of accountability reflect the societies from which they emerge. For example, 
when a modern state bureaucracy provides social security the ideal of rational, disinterested 
action that accords with an abstract notion like ‘justice’ or ‘honesty’ can prevail. Most of the 
world’s population, however, cannot depend upon the state to provide, but relies upon the 
family. This inevitably affects their view of transparent accountability. Enchufismo, string-
pulling, refers to the personal contacts frequently required to expedite bureaucratic 
procedures in Spain. Different words describe the same process in Latin America, whilst 
Arabs speak of intisab, meaning ‘pull’, and Urdu speakers to rasuch, ‘influence’. Such 
practice inevitably harms transparent interaction and affects Christian partnerships. But 
mission agencies should be wary of casting the first stone. The ‘old boy network’ is a 
Western equivalent that still exists, although probably with a good deal less justification than 
there is for family partiality among churches in the South.56

 
Fifth, a given structure of power relations may undermine accountability in much the same 
way as students who give conventional rather than truthful reasons for late submission of 
work in order to ‘get away with it’.  
 
Finally, an emphasis upon accountability for means can devalue dialogue about most 
appropriate ends. 
  
Despite these cautions giving an account is a social act requiring a degree of transparency in 
the context of a particular relationship. The fact that accountability is social invites questions 
about to whom missions and churches relate. These acquire a certain potency when a 
partner is suspected of not behaving properly. Note that an institutional partner is only 
represented by its leader; this individual does not personify the church or mission. In 
particular, a bishop or equivalent is not the church. The people are the church, and when a 
bishop is patently dishonest a partner may have to decide between colluding with injustice 
and supporting the leader. Some mission agencies seem to prefer the ostrich approach to 
this sort of problem: ignore it long enough and it will go away. Occasionally this is dressed in 
the fine sounding garb of ‘not interfering in the national church’. Apart from being an 
abnegation of responsibility to other stakeholders, some of whom may have given sacrificially 
to support the mission, it is unfair on other local churches, potentially encouraging more 
widespread ‘pragmatism’ (read ‘dishonesty’ if you wish). Obviously, this is not always an 
easy matter—although the Bible is fairly clear about where God’s priorities lie. Perhaps the 
experience of development agencies in Uganda is instructive of the benefits of transparency. 
During the 1990s government donors and NGOs began to publicise details of the grants 
awarded both within the national government and, as an innovation, among the local bodies 
who were the planned beneficiaries. This generated a sufficient degree of internal pressure 
within Uganda to transform the amount of money actually passed on by government 
departments to its intended destinations.57

 
As well as an emphasis upon the accountability of others it is important to question the 
accountability of missions themselves. Kirk observes that voluntary agencies simply have to 
convince the general Christian public to continue donating to projects proposed by self-
perpetuating councils or boards.58 If leaders of Western mission agencies wish to remove the 
plank from their own eye before tending to the speck in their (Third world or Latin—
obviously!) neighbour’s they might start to ask questions in precisely this area. Corporate 
governance has been a political and legal hot potato since the 1980s. Yet how many 
Christian mission agencies have looked to update the structures they have inherited, 
perhaps from as long ago as the 19th century? A strong, effective board with few personal, 
                                                 
56  Once again there is a real danger of stereotyping; the issue is put more precisely in terms of the priority placed upon values 

like family loyalty or truth, rather than the presence or absence of personal or impersonal values per se.   
57  “CNN connects,” Multiple transmissions, October 2005. 
58  Kirk, What is Mission?, 200. 
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historical or emotional ties to the agency’s staff, is one way of incorporating checks and 
balances into an otherwise opaque system.  
 
To summarise, the barnacles of personal and institutional empire building, egotism and even 
old-fashioned incompetence stick to the good ship ‘mission agency’ just as much as to the 
boat ‘national church’. Given transparency is a sine qua non of good accountability and, 
therefore, of effective cross-cultural Christian partnerships, leaders could start to 
demonstrate their commitment to partnership quite close to home. 
 
 
III.  DANCING WITH ELEPHANTS 
 
“There is nothing more interesting, exasperating and exciting than partnership”, declares 
Maurice Sinclair, erstwhile Anglican primate, mission partner in Argentina and missiologist.59 
I have raised some fundamental issues for accountability in cross-culture Christian 
partnerships using the four key theological moments of creation, fall, redemption and 
consummation. Although I have concentrated upon institutional partnerships there are many 
other configurations of relationships for which practitioners can draw conclusions.60 I would 
like to conclude by positing trust as the key requirement for proper accountability. 
 
At first sight accountability and trust appear incompatible since we usually think 
accountability signals the absence of trust. Luis Bush, however, claims that accountability 
and trust are not inimical. Accountability is the ‘flip side’ of trust because it “is difficult to trust 
anyone who is unwilling to be accountable, while it is humiliating to be accountable to 
someone who does not trust us”.61 This cuts both ways. Why should we, ‘on the field’, trust 
those who are unaccountable to us. There is no positive answer; we will not—although we 
may try and extract maximum benefit while the going is good. Rather than being 
contradictory, then, “[a]ccountability breeds trust, which in turn feeds the cultivation of 
friendship”.62 Fukuyama proposes that even successful economic communities are founded 
upon “a set of ethical habits and reciprocal moral obligations internalized by each of the 
community’s members”.63

 
But there is a catch, the ‘discretion and accountability catch’. “Without discretion there can be 
no accountability”.64 For without discretion for a partner to act autonomously there are no free 
choices for which they can be accountable. This introduces unavoidable risk into the 
partnership equation. Whereas a traditional accountability strategy is to constrain actions so 
that ‘they’ cannot violate ‘our’ trust, the sort of accountability I have outlined demands that 
partners be given the freedom to fail in the context of a trusting relationship. Some, of 
course, are reluctant to take this road, a recalcitrance that K.P. Yohannan, in his usefully 
polemical book, attributes to a deep-seated racism. “Westerners refuse to trust Asians the 
way they trust their own people. If we’re satisfied that a certain native missionary is truly 
called to the Gospel, we have to trust God and turn our stewardship over to him and his 

                                                 
59  Maurice Sinclair, Ripening Harvest, Gathering Storm: What is the relevance of the Christian faith in a world sliding into 

crisis? (Bromley: MARC, 1988), 201. Sinclair speaks of various partnerships: of reconciliation, in understanding, as give-
and-take, in prayer, in suffering and of reaping. 

60  The issue of the accountability of individual mission partners is discussed by Ellen Livingood, “Accountability: Do we know 
what we’re asking for?,” EMQ 31 (1995): 436–43. 

61  Bush, “In Pursuit of True Christian Partnership,” 11. 
62  Lundy, We Are the World, 19. 
63  Francis Fukuyama, Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity (London: Penguin, 1995), 9. On the important 

topic of trust see also Barbara A. Misztal, Trust in Modern Societies (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996). Note also Fukayama’s 
comment (Trust, 27–28) that “[w]idespread distrust in a society imposes a kind of tax on all forms of economic activity, a tax 
that high-trust societies do not have to pay”. This is relevant to cross-cultural partnerships where communication and 
‘verification costs’ are often high. 

64 Behn, Democratic Accountability, 82. Original in italics. 
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elders just as we would to another brother in our own culture.”65 The ‘trust and verify’ 
approach to accountability, in contrast, requires investment in relationships, not simply 
accounting procedures. One prerequisite is clear, shared expectations of what the 
partnership entails, including the role and nature of partners’ mutual accountability.66 Another 
requirement is a commitment to learn and change together on the basis of a common identity 
‘in Christ’. Without this there is no anchoring relationship forming a thoroughly Christian basis 
for collaboration, and mission partnerships metamorphose into quasi-commercial relations. 
 
By exploring accountability theologically in this article I hope to have shown why taking it 
seriously is necessary for Christians sharing together in the Missio Dei. Although I have 
identified a series of important issues I have not attempted to develop a template for ‘mutual 
accountability’ that can be applied regardless of context. This would be the very epitome of 
an erroneous ‘management missiology’,67 renouncing both the very variety for which I have 
argued and denying individual elements of Christ’s body both the privilege and responsibility 
of determining what accountability in mission partnerships signifies in their situation. I have 
identified a number of problems and possibilities for accountability in cross-cultural Christian 
partnerships, but since their precise nature must vary according to context, I leave it to those 
with mission and church responsibilities to grasp the nettle of what accountability may mean 
for them. That is, they need to decide how they wish to dance.  
 

                                                 
65  K.P. Yohannan, Revolution in World Missions (Carrollton: gfa Books, 2001), 88. In order to avoid the impression that 

Yohannan is advocating naivety note that later in his book (180) he says “it would be unwise stewardship to give away our 
money freely without knowledge of the truthfulness and integrity of any ministry”. For more balanced, yet equally 
preoccupying, statement of the challenge of mission in India see K. Rajendran, “Evangelical Missiology from India,” in 
Iguassa Dialogue, 307–32. 

66  See the practical advice in Bill Taylor, “Lessons of Partnership,” in Perspectives on the World Christian Movement: A 
Reader (ed. R. D. Winter & S. C: Hawthorne; 3rd ed.; Pasadena: William Carey Library, 1999), 748–52; and the ‘confidence 
factors’ enumerated by Araujo (“Confidence Factors,” 127–28): (1) a reliable accountability structure, (2) clear goals, (3) 
written policies, (4) capable personnel, (5) a good reputation, and (6) a favourable track record.  

67  See Samuel Escobar, “Evangelical Missiology: Peering into the Future,” in Iguassa Dialogue, 101–22. He argues the 
premise of managerial missiology is that if a problem can be identified then ‘an answer’ can be applied in order to solve it. 
Although sympathetic to his thesis that mission agencies often sacrifice theological truth to pragmatism I am more receptive 
to management theory than Escobar, not least because it is not homogenous. 
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If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  Alternatively, you may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in 
which case please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your 
comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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