


CHURCH LEADERS ARE SAYING —

Everything you need to know about hands-together and about hands-on for 
Christ’s kingdom. Some people look at our world and ask “why?” Phill Butler 
looks at the way our world could be and asks “why not?” If the apostle Paul were 
ministering today, he would recommend this book.

Leith Anderson

Pastor, Wooddale Church, Minneapolis, Minnesota

Networks, partnering, and strategic alliances are hard to build but create 
incredible leverage. I saw Phill’s work in collaboration in partnerships firsthand 
traveling through the Middle East; and it was amazing. Using his principles, we 
have been able to build partnerships in the inner city, are creating a learning 
center and a youth center, and are partnering with the city, a Catholic church, the 
Hispanic community, and the Korean Cambodian refugee community. We have 
created partnerships with other churches and organizations globally. Phill Butler’s 
book is a practical “how to” with exciting, real-life examples and the “why” behind 
it all. If you are serious about partnerships, this book is for you. 

Kenton Beshore

Senior Pastor, Mariners Church, Newport Beach, California

This is a book that many of us have been awaiting for a long time. I know of no 
one who the Lord has used more effectively in launching ministry partnerships 
that Phill Butler. Phill writes from a deep reservoir of experience as he has been 
used of God to launch literally scores of significant ministry partnerships around 
the world. No one is better equipped than Phill to provide this significant book for 
all of us to not only read, but to be led of the Holy Spirit to put the principles into 
practice wherever we minister.

Paul Cedar

Chairman, Mission America Coalition

CHRISTIAN EDUCATORS ARE SAYING —

Building partnerships in mission is difficult. But it is one of the most practical ways 
to fulfill our Lord’s Prayer; that His disciples be one so that the world might believe. 



Phill Butler is the best person I know to show us how to do it. This work, based on 
years of experience, breaks new ground and gives us invaluable orientation for the 
future. Everyone involved in mission should read and reflect on it.

Paul Pierson

Dean Emeritus, School of Intercultural Studies, Fuller Seminary

What a timely book! If you weren’t convinced that collaboration and partnerships 
are powerful, you will be now. If you didn’t know how to make partnerships work 
well, you will now. This relevant book based on real experience will help all of us 
be better stewards of the resources God allows us to use in serving humanity in 
his name.

Robert C. Andringa, Ph.D. 
President, Council for Christian Colleges & Universities 

I remember when an older Christian leader challenged me to rethink mission. He 
asked me to remove the “my” in my mission vision and make it an “our” vision for 
mission. From there we developed the standard for the Billy Graham Center—
“we will do nothing alone if we can do it together.” I rely heavily on Phill Butler’s 
thinking about partnership and collaboration to carry out this kingdom mindset. 
I’m so glad his book is completed. Now, I won’t have to spend thousands of 
dollars to fly all over the world to hear him!

Lon Allison

Director, Billy Graham Center, Wheaton College 

Phill Butler was the first trailblazer for genuine partnership in the evangelical 
church, and in this book he has drawn a map all of us can follow. From his 
influence on my campus working with faculty and staff, to teaming with him in 
the Lausanne movement, I have seen up close his ideas lived out in ways which 
make us all more effective in ministry through partnership. Phill’s expertise and 
insights help bring together the broad mix of God’s people, and he has taught us 
to stand on each other’s shoulders so that we can see over the horizon. 

Dr. Roger Parrott

President, Belhaven College

MISSION LEADERS ARE SAYING —

No one person in the modern history of missions has worked with greater 
creativity and relentless purpose or with greater or more strategic fruit for his 
labors. Phill Butler here collects and distills years of hard-earned insight into 
the all-important concept of totally autonomous entities joining forces in the 
most crucial of all human endeavors. This is one of those very rare books which 
became an essential classic the day it was born.

Ralph D. Winter

General Director, Frontier Mission Fellowship

This book by Phill Butler is destined to make a significant impact on the work 
of contemporary Christian organizations. Mission groups and churches are 
discovering that God blesses cooperative efforts when those involved cease to 
be concerned about who is in control and who gets credit. Phill has extensive 
experience in facilitating collaboration among partners with a common objective 
without requiring a compromise of doctrinal convictions and relinquishment of 
resources. The kingdom of God throughout the world will not be established by 
“Lone Rangers” but by the people of God working together. Phill Butler is to be 
commended for putting this useful guide into print; it is not theory but grows out 
of a lifetime of servant leadership.

Dr. Jerry Rankin

President, International Mission Board, Southern Baptist Convention

The 1990s was one of the most remarkable periods in the history of the spread 
of Christianity. It was a decade of gathering the greatest harvest of any since 
Pentecost. It was a decade also that for the first time gave us a full list of the 
world’s peoples to be discipled. It was a decade of amazing cooperative effort to 
bring the Gospel to them. At the heart of this effort was the ministry of Interdev 
under the leadership of Phill Butler which helped catalyze many regional, 
national, and people cluster partnerships that so contributed to this harvest. It 
is from this worldwide strategic ministry that Phill has drawn to give us distilled 
wisdom that is so applicable to the ministry challenges of the 21st Century.

Patrick Johnstone

Editor, Operation World



KINGDOM INVESTORS ARE SAYING —

For years I have believed in and supported kingdom partnerships. Partnerships 
that clearly define roles and outcomes increase effectiveness and reduce 
duplication. The stories and recommendations in Well Connected offer practical 
ideas and suggestions of how people and ministries can work together and have 
greater impact than if they worked alone.

Hugh Maclellan Jr.
President, Maclellan Foundation

Phill Butler has actually gotten organizations to work together in teams overseas, 
each organization using its different talents and gifts to cooperate in planting the 
Church in a part of the world, and doing the work of ministry, in a manner truly 
worthy of 1 Corinthians 12 and 14. You will be relieved and rejoice to hear that 
competition has become cooperation in some of the toughest mission fields of 
the world! Don’t miss Well Connected, by Phill Butler. 

Howard Ahmanson 
President, Fieldstead and Company 

Collaboration is the form of the future as networks replace command and control 
hierarchies everywhere. Increasing its one world—one body of Christ. Phill 
Butler, who I have known for years, is the reigning expert. Well Connected is the 
how-to and the why-to book for this global revolution. It’s a must read.

Bob Buford

Founder and Chairman, Leadership Network 
Author, Halftime and Finishing Well 

INTERNATIONAL MINISTRY LEADERS ARE SAYING —

I have been impressed in my interactions with Phill regarding the concepts of 
kingdom collaboration with partnerships in which we have both participated. 
Phill has a practical approach when it comes to turning dreams into reality. . . . 

He is someone I trust in doing thorough research and development on these 
challenging topics.

Steve Douglass

President, Campus Crusade For Christ

Phill Butler brings a passionate, realistic, and hopeful perspective to Christian 
partnerships. He understands the challenges partnerships face and brings a 
wealth of experience and insight to understanding how they succeed. Well 
Connected does not try to present a nifty superficial solution but instead 
communicates vision, wisdom, and hope. For Phill, partnerships are about 
people, processes, and prayer. As he states, we’re made for partnerships, and 
God moves when we work together. I pray this book will inspire and aid many.

Dean Hirsch

President, World Vision International

It has been said, “The reason so few good books are written is that so few people 
who can write know anything!” That’s not the case with Phill Butler. For years 
he’s not only talked about the importance of partnering and collaborating for the 
kingdom, he’s done it while showing others the way with extraordinary results. 
Now this master communicator, and broadcast journalist turned missiologist, 
shows the rest of us how to multiply our individual loaves and fishes through 
working together here and abroad. This is a must read.

Dick Staub

Center For Faith & Culture, Broadcaster, and Author

Phill Butler and partnership are almost synonymous. For years, he explored, 
tested, and successfully implemented the biblical concept of partnership to 
advance the church’s ministry. Follow Butler’s law of kingdom collaboration and 
experience joy, unity, and release of power. This book is long overdue.

Tetsunao Yamamori

Author, Director Emeritus, Food For The Hungry,  
International Director, LCWE
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—————————————————————————————————

For centuries, Christians have dreamed that the world 
might really be changed if believers worked together 
rather than doing their own thing.

Now, in hundreds of places in dozens of countries 
people from all kinds of ministries are working together 
in strategic partnerships. They are seeing that this 
Kingdom dream can come true. As you might expect, 
the results are amazing!

—————————————————————————————————

Affirmation

Working together is God’s idea. He lives in community, in relationship, out-
side of time, in eternity. Our individual potential is only realized, our wholeness 
only experienced, in relationship with others. God created us to trust and to work 
with others. Believers throughout history have sought to respond to God’s call to 
unity—with him and with each other. The Bible is full of stories of God’s people 
working in partnership, in some cases, just in twos and threes. In other cases, 
hundreds joined hands to do what individuals could never have done alone. 

But Satan’s strategy is to destroy God’s design. Satan’s success, at least at 
some level, means that darkness is always present. 

Over the last 200–300 years, the intense individualism of Western societ-
ies has made the journey toward wholeness, relationship, and cooperation much 
harder. 

That individualism has infected our lives, our theology, our churches, our 
educational paradigms, and the fruits of the missionary movement. This book 
seeks to identify some of the key issues as we journey back to what God designed 
us to be and do. And, on the way, it documents and shares stories from believ-
ers’ experiences in working together around the world. Through those stories, 
I’ve sought to provide biblical and practical principles that will undergird and 
empower our practical, day-to-day action.

Keep In Mind

International security and persecution of the church are constant concerns in 
many areas of the world. Because of these factors, and for consistency, in most 
cases the names of individuals and the locations of events, case histories, and 
other references cited in this book have been changed or omitted. In other stories 
or case histories I have combined the experience of different partnerships or net-
works to highlight strengths, weaknesses, or to illustrate important elements of 
the point being made.
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World Vision invites you to share your response to the message 
of this book by writing to World Vision Press at  
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How to Read This Book

This is not an ordinary book. It addresses and suggests action steps regarding 
the most critical problem facing God’s people today—divisions in the body of 
Christ. It shows how to bring God’s people together in practical, working partner-
ships and networks for his glory. And it leads us toward new models of ministry 
that strengthen our credibility with the world and bring believers immense joy 
and fulfillment.

The book contains:

•	 Stories of Great Victory and Disappointing Failure

•	 Case Histories

•	 Principles for Success

•	 Critical, Practical “How To” Information

•	 Principles Vital to Any Effective Evangelism and Ministry Strategy

•	 Evaluation Tools

•	 Directions to Other Resources

Just Curious?
Part one and the introduction will give you a great overview of the challenge, 

how the book works, and what’s to come.

Want a Fresh Look at Evangelism and How God’s  
Message Works?

Part two, the section on the essential God Design, unpacks the ideas related 
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to God’s remarkable plan for his creation to work together for his glory. It dem-
onstrates how all the pieces and the whole process are vital, and, because of that, 
the tremendous motivation for and power of partnership.

Want to Know the Keys to Partnership Success?
Part three, Behind the Scenes, takes a look at fundamentals present in every 

successful Kingdom-minded collaborative effort. You may be surprised at the 
driving force, the real power, and what comes first!

What about the Nuts and Bolts—the “How To”?
Part four, On the Way, walks you through the process of exploring, launch-

ing, and sustaining an effective Kingdom partnership or network. You will get 
a detailed look at the process, be presented with action guidelines, and develop 
progress checkpoints along the way. 

More than the Mechanics of Collaboration!
Part five, Working It Out, provides ideas on what it takes to be an effective 

partnership or network facilitator. Sharing credit is always a challenge, but here 
you will learn about the special challenges of partnerships. You will learn the 
elements essential to effective meetings, plus you will get a look at structures for 
effective collaboration—and how to pay for them!

Wondering about Other Options?
Part six, Special Cases, Special Opportunities, looks at special opportunities 

and challenges, like the growing number of regional, international, and special-
ized networks. There’s a chapter on partnerships for cities, large and small, and a 
section on how these principles apply to business and other areas of professional 
life. Plus, take a brief look at the implications for future partnership if we are 
serious about real breakthroughs for God’s glory.
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Introduction

There’s cause for tremendous hope! 

Despite centuries of division, disappointment, and even despair, hundreds 
of individuals around the world are now proving every day that God’s people 
can work together. And, working together, they are accomplishing miraculous 
things—things that would never happen if they were working independently. In 
short, in many places, the dream is turning into reality. Jesus’ prayer of John 17:21 
is coming true: “I pray that they may all be one. Father! May they be in us, just as 
you are in me and I am in you. May they be one, so that the world will believe that 
you sent me” (italics added, GNT).

When Dr. Christian Barnard of South Africa did the world’s first heart trans-
plant, it produced a wide range of reactions—wonder, outrage, and in some cases 
professional jealousy. Open-heart surgery in those days was a “black box,” in 
which predicting outcomes was difficult and success inconsistent. Today around 
the world thousands of open-heart surgeries take place every day. Selection of 
patients, critical success factors, advanced technology and training, plus years of 
practical experience have dramatically increased the chances of success.

Based on the experiences of the last twenty years, I’m convinced that, despite 
all appearances and centuries of conflict and division, followers of Jesus from ex-
tremely varied backgrounds really can work together. In doing so, they can make 
an extraordinary, enduring impact. In the early days they had little experience 
to go on. But my colleagues and I have now seen it happen well over a hundred 
times. It’s not a fluke or one-time, exceptional experience. All the key components 
necessary for effective Kingdom collaboration are known. The primary issues that 
need to be addressed, the vision needed to make the difference, and the skills 

There are those individuals who have supported me and the vision and minis-
try in prayer every single day for years. You and God know who you are. Without 
you I would not be alive and there would be little to show for the journey. There 
have been those who banded together on special occasions to address powerful 
Satanic opposition to God’s people working together. Your prayers have been the 
stuff of which spiritual breakthroughs have been made. 

The Kingdom investors—crucially important partners who have provided 
the prayer and financial resources which have made the realization of this dream 
possible. Often in the face of seemingly impossible odds, they have joined us 
in the risk of obedience to the call and the “better way.” They have encouraged, 
challenged, and served as lasting friends. These investors, large and small, and 
their faithfulness have shaped my own faith and sense of responsibility, and been 
an indescribable blessing.

Those who served on Boards of Trustees and who have provided governance 
over the various ministries with which I’ve been associated. Their counsel, gen-
erosity, accountability, and friendship provided both sustenance and surprise over 
the journey.

Editors David Sanford and Amanda Bird with their experienced eyes and 
steady hands provided input which helped shape the finished product. And pub-
lisher, Tim Beals, of World Vision, who believed in the book and its potential 
value for God’s community worldwide.

And, with thanks for God’s grace, so often filled with questions and, yes, fears 
and doubts. But, on the journey of understanding and implementing Kingdom 
partnerships, what a privilege it’s been to explore the reality of His character. In 
that, to experience at least some more complete understanding of His desire to 
bless His people and their lives as they live and work together. His design for us 
all.
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Along the way I did consulting and training with increasing frequency for 
Christian communications agencies. That experience, much of it once again 
international, exposed me to many good people doing good Kingdom things but 
generally not actively coordinating their efforts.

Communications Industry to Christian Organization
After many years, I stepped out of my career in broadcasting. It was one of 

those steps of faith so many others have taken, one where God’s voice seemed 
to overwhelm reason. Sell the sports car. Don’t be too concerned about what you 
don’t have in the bank account. Just trust him. So, in 1970, with encouragement 
from my first wife, Jeanne,2 and many friends, I launched a ministry called 
Intercristo. Intercristo was an effort to connect my communications background 
and management experience to the world of Christian service I had begun to 
encounter. 

The problem was clear. Internationally, thousands of critical missionary 
positions were unfilled because information about them wasn’t available. 
Meanwhile, in the resource countries, thousands of well-intentioned Christians 
wanted information about where their vision, experience, and devotion could 
be used in God’s service. Opportunity and resources weren’t connecting very 
well.

But solving the problem was not easy! Intercristo was designed to be a 
clearinghouse for Christian service opportunities around the world. We needed 
media to tell Western Christians about the opportunities, a small team of people 
to correspond with hundreds of Christian organizations who needed staff, and 
computers to handle the huge volume of information needed to link interested 
people with opportunities worldwide.

People like Paul Little of InterVarsity, Sarah Jepson of Seattle’s Bank & 
Office Interiors, and Jack Frizen of the Interdenominational Foreign Mission 
Association all played key roles in making an impossible dream come true. 
Intercristo became, I believe, the largest ongoing, cooperative effort in the 
history of the church. While many other Christian job centers now exist, 
thousands of Christian ministries, large and small, domestic and international, 
continue, to this day, to fill their personnel needs through Intercristo. Tens 
of thousands of believers, in response to radio messages, posters on college 
campuses and in churches, or a website visit, inquire about where God might 
use them in some kind of service. All of this is possible because God’s people 
worked together.

required to launch and sustain effective, durable partnerships and networks in the 
church are known, tested, and replicable!

I want you, your friends, and your 
colleagues to have that hope. You and 
your friends can do this! You can help 
God’s people come together to accom-
plish things never possible when indi-
viduals work only on their own. You 
can make a huge difference. Following 
the God design, you can turn ministry 
dreams into reality.

But let me start with the dark side.

Early Days—Journalism and Communications

It’s been a long road. I grew up in a Western society that is the ultimate model 
of individualism. “If you can dream it, you can do it,” the saying goes. My profes-
sional background was journalism and the communications industry.

I remember the heady stuff of writing to fifty-minute deadlines and deliver-
ing the hourly newscasts on radio; the countless interviews with the famous and 
the newsmakers; the trips, long before I was really qualified, to cover NATO and 
key European stories such as the Berlin airlift; working in a newsroom where 
colleagues had lined the walls with every award the industry could bestow; the 
adrenaline rush to frantically complete the research, write the story, find a phone 

in some obscure overseas city, and 
then call the story in to New York to 
meet the 4:00 a.m. East Coast deadline 
before the newscasts started pouring 
out across the U.S.

As I made the transition from 
reporting to the business side of the 
industry, I was plunged into the world 
of marketing, advertising, audience 
ratings, and demographics, intense 
media competition, and the agony or 

ecstasy of the successful or failed sales presentation. It was proud, high-velocity, 
and frequently highly individualistic work.

Partnership:  
Two or more people or 

ministries who agree to work 
together to accomplish a 

common vision.1

The God Design:  
The way things were to be 
and work before man’s sin. 

The vision of how things  
can be as God renews our 
minds, hearts, and ways of 

doing Kingdom work.
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contractors working on major buildings, and complex businesses dealing with the 
“value chain” all understood that very different people and skills have to work 
together to produce outstanding results.

From Genesis to Revelation, God’s design seemed clear: Made in his image 
and based on Christ’s transforming work in us, we’re to live our lives in restored, 
open, trusting relationships that allow us to live and work together. So what was 
wrong? What is wrong?

Communications Consulting to Kingdom Collaboration
The year 1985 was a watershed in my life. I had stepped down as head of 

Intercristo six years before. I now led a small team of Christians who had similar 
interests in effective communication. We had formed a small agency called The 
International Development Organization, Interdev for short. Our Interdev team 
provided consulting, training, and research for Kingdom communications projects 
in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. We did virtually nothing in the West—Europe 
or North America.

In 1985, with our board, my Interdev colleagues and I were doing long-range 
planning. We had no buildings, no endowment, no large patrons or on-going 
funding constituency. Our only “assets” were our network of relationships, our 
experience, a specialized but positive professional reputation, and the Lord! We 
asked ourselves, “Based on our experience and the resources we do have, what 
priorities over the next five to ten years will enable us to be the most responsible 
stewards and have the greatest Kingdom impact?” After much prayer and reflec-
tion, the answer came down to one thing: around the world, duplication of effort, 
division, and lack of coordination seemed to be the greatest single roadblock to 
Kingdom advance. Shouldn’t we at least try to help God’s people do something 
about this critically important, seemingly pervasive problem?

Small Beginnings, Huge Implications

With modest funding from three trusted sources, many questions about how 
to proceed, plenty of naysayers, and no good “models” to copy, we stepped out. 
We rewrote Interdev’s charter to focus on this new vision and began talking with 
agencies we had already worked with, from Hong Kong in the East to North 
Africa in the West.

In June of 1986, the first meeting of fourteen individuals from eight ministries 
gathered for three nights and four days in an old hotel to answer one question: 
“If we want to see real spiritual breakthroughs in our region, is there anything 

Growing Questions:  
The Connection of Scripture to Life

Exposed to a growing range of Christian ministry, I saw increasing conflict 
between my day-to-day experience and what Scripture seemed to teach about God’s 
people working together. Simply put, my own study and conversations with friends 
seemed to reveal a huge gap between the ideal and the real of the Christian world. 

In his John 17:21 prayer, Jesus stated his desire—the ideal for the church 
worldwide: that they should be one as he and the Father were one. But what about 
reality? As I looked around and talked with others I found that: 

•	 Division and mistrust were everywhere. Churches and Christian organiza-
tions weren’t talking, much less consistently working together.

•	 Many before me had debated, worked, and tried to bring God’s people 
together, with little lasting success.

•	 From the Old Testament to Paul’s epistles, Scripture, based in a tradi-
tional, community-based culture, consistently appeared to address itself 
to both individuals and the wider community they belong to. However, 
it seemed that in the West the gospel message was relevant primarily to 
individuals.3

•	 As a byproduct, inside the church there was typically no working, func-
tional community—small groups, accountability groups,maybe, but real 
community?

•	 In contrast, from my international experience, I knew that the major 
unreached people to which the church had been sending missionaries for 
the last 200–300 years were all community-based, relationally intensive 
cultures. How could our Western, individualist brand of Christianity 
have any credibility or power in the community-based Islamic, Hindu, 
Buddhist, and animist cultures?

•	 The church’s essential lack of credibility and seeming irrelevance at home 
was obvious. When input is wanted on public issues, media representa-
tives almost always call on a wide variety of special interest groups 
before contacting the church. 

•	 With occasional exceptions, talks with church leaders reflected frustration 
with trying to “connect” their ministries and their people to the evident, 
crying needs in their communities.

Outside the church, on the other hand, symphony orchestras, sports teams, 
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the world’s roadblock of all roadblocks to belief. On the outside, it is the great-
est single roadblock to power and credibility in our engagement of the world. 
Inside the church, it is the greatest impediment to the joy, refreshment, and 
fulfillment God intends for us. And it is the greatest impediment to the great, 
undying hope that the person and power of Jesus can bring to every believer and 
to his church.

Little did I realize in 1985 that God was taking me from a world of intense 
individualism and competition into another world. My new world was one in 
which, personally and professionally, I had little experience. This world focused 
primarily on the common good rather than on myself or my own organization. 
This journey, even to the present, has been marked by intense resistance and, at 
times, great discouragement. At the same time, I have had a growing awareness 
of God’s blessing and the powerful things that can happen when his people join 
hands to work together.

Why This Book?
Seeing how partnerships, based on sound scriptural and operational prin-

ciples, can totally transform Kingdom initiatives, I have written with four primary 
readers and five primary objectives in mind.

The readers: 

•	 The thinking layperson who knows in your heart of hearts that the gospel 
has more power to change lives and communities than you are experienc-
ing. This book will show you how ordinary people, joining hands and 
hearts in sustainable partnerships, can see extraordinary Kingdom results.

•	 The church or Christian agency executive or staff member who has a big-
ger dream but who lacks “how to” models and tools. This book will help 
fire your vision and show you ways to accomplish Kingdom outcomes 
that your organization alone can never realize.

•	 The church or Christian agency executive or staff member who is cap-
tured by the natural, powerful forces of ego, turf protection, fear of loss 
of identity, or desire for control. This book will show how you and your 
organization can be set free to do more than you ever dreamed.

•	 The Kingdom leaders of tomorrow. It is time to break the stranglehold 
that Satan has had on the church for centuries—dividing believers, 
destroying the church’s credibility, and undermining her power in Christ. 
This book provides you, tomorrow’s leadership, with a completely new 

of importance we can only do together rather than continuing to work individu-
ally?” The group came up with a list of twenty critical items that they could only 
accomplish together! But, of course, when you haven’t done one thing together, 
you can’t start with twenty. Through much prayer and discussion, they narrowed 
the list to one priority for cooperative action for the next twelve months. The first 

strategic partnership in my 
experience was born. 

What I didn’t realize at the 
time was as the world around 
us changed radically, God was 
about to surprise us—overtak-
ing us from behind with what 
would become a global part-
nership movement.

Today, hundreds of min-
istries are engaged in doz-
ens of strategic partnerships 
around the world. In many 

countries, language groups, and cities, training programs are helping concerned 
individuals replicate and sustain the partnership vision in their own areas of 
ministry. 

Keep in mind: throughout this book I will affirm that there are many forms 
of partnership. The stories, principles, and ideas in this book will, I believe, help 
almost any partnership be more effective. However, I will consistently encourage 
readers to think strategically, to look at the whole challenge, the whole problem. 
Whether it is your own neighborhood, your town, a particular slice of society you 
want to reach or serve, or an entire language group, think through what resources 
will be needed to address the whole challenge. Then find ways, through partner-
ship, to link all these resources in a creative response. 

The Church’s Greatest Challenge

So, based on all this experience, what is my sense of the church’s greatest 
challenge today? Lack of money, prayer, or people? What? 

Looking back over forty years around Christian ministry in the West and 
internationally, I’m convinced of one thing: The brokenness in the church, the 
divisions that abound, and our consistent resistance to the God design of re-
stored relationships and practical unity is our (the church’s) truly great sin. It is 

Strategic Partnerships:  
Looking at the whole challenge; 

identifying all the needed 
resources; then engaging those 

varied elements in a single 
lasting collaboration. Realizing a 

challenging goal that may  
be simple to state but complex  

to achieve.
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The Apostle Paul’s only commentary on how he prioritized his geographical 
destinations is found in Romans 15:20–21:

My ambition has always been to proclaim the Good News in 
places where Christ has not been heard of, so as not to build 
on a foundation laid by someone else. As the scripture says, 
“Those who were not told about him will see, and those who 
have not heard will understand.” (GNT)

Over the last thirty years, this passage, again and again, has helped define 
the bull’s eye of God’s call on my life. While there were constantly calls and 
opportunities in the West, the compelling need of those who had never even had 
a chance to hear about Jesus just kept calling my heart, filling my mind, and 
directing my feet. The passage became the where of my life.

The only basis for evaluation of the church that Jesus gave the pagans or 
those on the “outside,” are these familiar words from John 17:21–23:

I pray that they may all be one. Father! May they be in us, just 
as you are in me and I am in you. May they be one, so that 
the world will believe that you sent me. I gave them the same 
glory you gave me, so that they may be one, just as you and 
I are one: I in them and you in me, so that they may be com-
pletely one, in order that the world may know that you sent me 
and that you love them as you love me. (GNT)

If Jesus gives the world this basis for judging the church and his credibility, 
what must be the world’s reasonable conclusion? Right! Jesus was a fake and the 
story about God’s love is just about as believable. Tough words? Yes. But look at 
the world around us and the billions who have either never heard of him or who, 
having heard, have rejected the message.

Jesus’ compelling words in John 17 became the what of my life.4

Granted, millions of God’s people are the salt and light in countless visible 
and invisible places in society. Granted, those people have, on many occasions, 
joined hands with others to do wonderful things in the name of Christ.

I’m not saying that divisions in the body of Christ are the only reason people 
don’t follow Jesus. Many reasons can be cited why our family members, friends, 
neighbors, or those in distant lands have not or are unwilling to accept the good 
news. Satan mounts a constellation of roadblocks to belief.

way forward: scriptural, theoretical, and practical tools, plus many case 
histories of how partnerships can transform ministry. 

The objectives: 

•	 First, to bring hope—to you and other members of Christ’s church. When 
we work together, we really can make a difference in the world. I believe 
this kind of hope, coupled with courage, vision, and scripturally based, 
proven partnership skills, will help us turn dreams into reality. We can 
demonstrate that Jesus’ life and message are truly powerful when released 
in the way God intended.

•	 Second, to provide a reasonably thorough case for why God’s people work-
ing together are far more powerful and effective than individual initiatives. 
The God design is deeply rooted in Scripture and demonstrated in both 
secular and religious partnerships. Truth is always God’s truth, wherever it 
appears! This is why non-Christians can put people on the moon and bring 
them back! Like the principles of rocketry and celestial mechanics, partner-
ship principles work for believers and non-believers alike. It’s another of 
the thousands of examples of God’s grace!

•	 Third, to provide a tool kit of awareness, skills, and “how to” processes 
that you and others can actually use to develop and sustain effective, 
working partnerships. The tool kit has been assembled and proven 
effective over twenty-five years of “hands on” work in a wide range of 
partnerships at home and around the world.

•	 Fourth, to be a tool for “selling” the vision to others, if you already 
believe in the ideal of God’s people working together. They may be 
skeptical, they may need to be presented with a more substantial case, or 
they may be fearful or openly resistant. 

•	 Fifth, to encourage and empower you and others in the church to take the 
life-changing message of Jesus’ love to those on the “outside”—the un-
reached of the world. They may be secular friends in your neighborhood, 
immigrants in your city, or an unreached people group of several million 
in a country thousands of miles away. 

My Scriptural “North Stars”
On this journey I’ve been guided by two Scripture passages that have been 

like twin North Stars for my life.
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to work alone but can really join hands with others, it touches their hearts and 
shows on their faces. Working with others in partnership can completely change 
your perspective on ministry and the potential God has for you. The lonely 
place may be in a culture thousands of miles away or a neighborhood close to 
home. But working alone, no matter what the circumstances, is usually a lonely 
business.

We all need hope to live. The Viennese psychiatrist, Victor Frankl, in his book 
Man’s Search for Meaning states that, even in the most horrific circumstances, 
hope keeps us alive. Frankl’s years in a Nazi concentration camp gave him a 
unique perspective on the power of hope!

The “unreached” are unreached for very real reasons. They’re often at a great 
distance from sources of the gospel message—physically, culturally, or in their 
worldview. Whether in the lonely streets of great cities, the squalor of squatter 
villages, or the remote vastness of a jungle or desert, anyone trying to reach and 
serve people in such places takes risks. Personal encouragement and support are 
often rare. Satan is especially active through his dark, powerful agents attacking 
those who venture to share Jesus’ life-changing, eternity-changing love. When 
we go it alone, God’s design indicates, we’re extremely vulnerable. When we go 
together, we go in strength.

Effective, lasting partnerships can: 

•	 Save critical resources, reducing duplication and waste of money, people, 
and other assets (efficiency).

•	 Produce greater results in a shorter period of time (effectiveness).

•	 Engage the whole range of spiritual gifts distributed within the church 
(inclusiveness).

•	 Share risk, allowing us to consider ideas and dreams that, going it alone, 
would seem unthinkable.

•	 Help reduce grand and complex visions into understandable, achievable 
steps.

•	 Empower believers to celebrate diversity while working together in unity.

•	 Bring credibility to God’s message as we demonstrate the power of 
restored relationships.

•	 Release the power of the Holy Spirit in ways rarely seen when we work 
independently.

•	 Bring hope as participants realize they are not facing the challenge alone.

The Joy, Hope, and Power of  
Working in Partnership

In this book I identify some of the more and less obvious reasons for divi-
sions in the church. But my focus is not on the negative. There is too much good 
news—in Scripture and in the growing illustrations of a new vision gripping the 
church around the world.

I tell stories of places where new vision is being raised and hope restored—
where God’s people are really coming together, and where, in many cases, real 
breakthroughs are occurring. Possibly more important, the book provides both 
scripturally rooted and practical means for taking real, positive action!

May God, the source of hope, fill you with all joy and peace 
. . . so that your hope will continue. (Romans 15:13 GNT)

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: For a couple of days, about thirty Christian 
workers in a tough culture had been meeting in a workshop on the principles 
and practice of partnership. I had been facilitating a morning session when, at 
the back of the room, I saw a man was weeping. It was clear. I could see him 
wiping his eyes and, eventually, take out a handkerchief. “What,” I thought, 
“could I have said that would have caused this response? Is it possible that 
some tragedy from his past has crossed his mind in the last few minutes?”

You can imagine that during the coffee break I felt compelled to speak quietly 
to the man. “Are you all right?” I asked. “I noticed during the last session that 
you seemed to be pretty emotionally upset at one point.” 

I couldn’t have been more surprised when he responded, “Upset? No, I wasn’t 
upset. Those were tears of joy! In the workshop this morning at last I’ve finally 
seen how my life fits into the whole picture of God’s work here in the country. 
For the first time in my life, I see that I have a real role along with others in 
God’s plan. I see where I really fit into a whole evangelism strategy so these 
wonderful people can come to know Jesus!”

—————————————————————————————————

In lonely and difficult places, in countless working meetings over the years, 
I have seen hope ignited in individuals’ hearts. When they see they don’t have 
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Part One

The Big Picture

•	 Provide fulfillment and refreshment for participants as they progress 
toward realizing the impossible dream—whatever the dream may be.

Scripture makes clear that moving back to the God design yields huge ben-
efits. Trusting, open relationships, and the asset of synergy when all of the pieces 
of God’s design are working together can transform ministry. This book is born 
out of years of seeing the extraordinary power released when God’s people work 
in effective, durable partnerships. In this book we’ll explore those benefits, deal 
with the roadblocks, provide practical “how to” action strategies you can employ, 
and share case histories along the way.

What dream do you have that the God-design of partnership can release? He 
wants you to have the joy of realizing that dream. So read on!

Share your ideas and response to this chapter, tell your own 
story, or get connected with more partnership resources at the 
book’s website 
www.connectedbook.net
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1
Quickstart

An Overview of Partnership 
 Principles & Benefits

———————————————————————————

Core Idea

! Each partnership’s purpose, people, and place 
are unique. But all effective, durable partnerships 
share common experiences—no need to reinvent 

the wheel. Acknowledging the principles enables suc-
cess. Ignoring them can spell disappointment, even 
disaster. Though their appearance, cost, and mission 
are radically different, a single-engine private airplane 
and a 747 jet carrying hundreds of people and tons 
of cargo both fly because of the same aerodynamic 
principles. Each design produces unique benefits, yet 
both planes fly according to the same laws of physics. 
Distilled from twenty years of field experience, this brief 
chapter gives an overview of the principles that power 
effective Kingdom partnerships and the benefits they 
produce. Around the world, every day, acknowledging 
these principles helps turn dreams into reality. 

———————————————————————————
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6.	 Effective partnerships require substantial, ongoing prayer. Good 
ideas, strategy, and breaking through the traditional paradigm of isolation and 
independent action aren’t enough. Satan wants to fragment the church, destroy 
relationships, and neutralize God’s power in the world. Working together requires 
actively enlisting a prayer support network. It’s essential.

7.	 High participation and ownership is vital. Effective partnerships are nev-
er top-down or hierarchical in character. Enlist the widest possible participation 
in objectives, plans, decisions, and ongoing communications. Actively engage 
people in the process, not just the dream.

8.	 Start by identifying priority felt needs among the people being served. 
Don’t start by trying to write a common theological statement or a constitution. 
Start with the felt needs of the audience you want to reach or serve. Kingdom 
priorities, barriers to spiritual breakthroughs, resources needed, and realistic 
priorities for action must be distilled and agreed on in light of those. Lasting 
partnerships focus primarily on what (objectives) rather than how (structure). 

9.	 Partnerships composed of churches, ministries, or other organizations 
need a partnership champion in each of those groups. These people see how their 
group can benefit from such practical cooperation. The champions sell the vision 
to their colleagues, provide ongoing, two-way communication, and help keep the 
partnership focused on the expected outcomes.

10.	 As effective partnerships become more complex, they serve at least four 
constituencies: the people we’re trying to reach or serve; the partner agencies/
ministries; the funding and praying constituencies behind each of these ministries; 
and, eventually, the partnership itself. Each constituency needs information, a 
sense of participation, and a feeling of fulfillment or success.

11.	 Partners with clear identity and vision are the best. Individuals, churches, 
and other ministries involved need to have and live by their own clear sense of 
mission or calling. Otherwise, they will never understand how they fit in, contrib-
ute to the overall picture, or recognize how they benefit from the joint effort.

12.	 Acknowledging, even celebrating, differences is important. Effective 
partnerships concentrate on what they have in common, like vision, values, and 
ministry objectives. But it is important to value and demonstrate respect for each 
partner’s history, vision, and current activity. 

13.	 Effective partnerships don’t come free. Just participating in the explora-
tion, planning, launch, and ongoing coordination takes time and money. Deeper 
commitment may require still greater investment. 

Working in neighborhoods, cities, specialized communities, or international 
settings, success in collaboration is often elusive. Over twenty years of field experi-
ence has revealed certain core principles that power virtually all effective, lasting 
strategic partnerships. Build your ministry partnership with these principles and the 
likelihood of success is high. Ignore them and failure is very likely! While the rest 
of the book unpacks these ideas in more depth, here’s a quick start overview: a look 
at the key success factors and the benefits that employing them can produce.

Partnership Principles

1.	 All effective strategic partnerships are driven by an energizing, chal-
lenging vision. This vision must be beyond the capacity of any single person or 
agency to achieve alone. Only the vision will keep you going. Partnership for 
partnership’s sake is a sure recipe for failure. Warm fellowship isn’t enough. 

2.	 Trust, openness, and mutual concern are vital ingredients. Partnerships 
are more than coordination, planning, strategies, and tactics. The heart of the 
gospel is restored relationships. God longs for Jesus’ finished work to be dem-
onstrated in our relationships. Investing time in getting to know, understand, and 
genuinely appreciate each other isn’t optional.

3.	 Effective, lasting partnerships need a committed facilitator. Bringing the 
partnership to life and keeping the fires burning, the facilitator must demonstrate 
patience, tenacity, vision, and the spirit of a servant. This prophet, servant, and 
resource person needs training, nurturing, and encouragement. 

4.	 Effective, durable partnerships are a process, not an event. Every lasting 
partnership has exploration, formation, and operation stages. Forming them usu-
ally takes much more time than you expect. The quickest way to kill a partnership 
is to call a meeting. Build personal relationships; get to know the potential part-
ners, the priority issues, and the perceived roadblocks. Doing this will produce 
huge dividends later.

5.	 Effective, durable partnerships have limited, achievable objectives—in 
the beginning. As the group experiences success and confidence increases, objec-
tives can broaden. Don’t attempt too much too soon. Early objectives need:

A.	 Kingdom significance that captures the vision and motivation of the 
group.

B.	 Relevance to each partner’s vision and objective.

C.	 Achievable, tangible outcomes that are vital for fulfillment and 
encouragement.
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I deal with these and many more benefits in detail—what they really mean and 
how to recognize and achieve them. But, for the moment, here’s an abbreviated 
quick start overview. I trust it will encourage you to keep reading!

1.	 Potential and options for action expand. Working alone, no matter how 
sophisticated or substantial your resources, limits what one person or ministry can 
accomplish. Working with others who complement your strengths expands your 
potential and your horizons of ministry and impact.

2.	 Achievement of goals accelerates, costs decrease, and waste is elimi-
nated. An effective partnership produces efficiency and reduces the gaps and 
overlap that result when we all do our own thing. Return on Kingdom investment 
increases.

3.	 Individuals and ministries are able to capitalize on their strengths. 
Effective partnerships allow people or organizations to do what they do best, to 
maximize their contribution rather than spreading themselves too thin by doing 
many different things—often poorly.

4.	 The bigger picture comes into focus. Effective partnerships let you see 
what’s needed to accomplish the bigger vision, identify the missing pieces, and 
connect with resources to accomplish the vision. Getting all the pieces together, 
focused on a common objective, is a sure recipe for better outcomes.

5.	 Flexibility increases. Partnerships encourage individuals or ministries to 
play their unique roles. When they don’t have to do everything, they have more 
options in timing, more available resources, and the ability to concentrate on what 
they do best.

6.	 Risk diminishes. The larger or more complex the vision or project, natu-
rally, the greater the resources needed. Working in effective partnerships, we can 
share the load and reduce risk while increasing the speed of progress or the quality 
of the outcomes.

All of these principles and benefits are outlined in both Old and New Testaments. 
But four benefits are so explicitly featured in Scripture I want to highlight them 
here.

7.	 Resources and roles fit together more naturally. When we join hands 
with others, we discover different, often complementary, strengths. Effective 
partnerships frequently allow us to identify what additional resources are needed 
and, together, engage the agencies or ministries with those resources. (Romans 12, 
1 Corinthians 12, Ephesians 4)

14.	 Effective partnerships are even more challenging to maintain than to 
start. Keeping the vision alive, the focus clear, communication active, and out-
comes fulfilling takes awareness, concentration, and long-term commitment by 
the facilitator or facilitation team.

15.	 Expect problems and proactively deal with them. Make sure the part-
nership has a means for dealing with changes, exceptions, disappointments, 
unfulfilled commitments, and simply the unexpected. Small problems must be 
addressed immediately. A wise man knows one thing—the only predictable thing 
is the unpredictable. 

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: Resistance to the gospel had been intense 
in this part of the world. Most missionaries working in the region agreed that 
a strategic element of witness was sharing the good news through televi-
sion. TV could effectively leapfrog closed doors and many barriers erected by 
hostile governments. However, differing programming philosophies had kept 
broadcasters from any real cooperation. Efforts had been made to encour-
age partnership. Meetings had been held, but discussions seemed to always 
evolve into a focus on differences and why cooperation couldn’t happen.

Facilitators committed to the broadcasters and to effective witness in the re-
gion didn’t give up. Finally, a different approach was proposed. A decision 
was made to candidly acknowledge participants’ differences, but to focus on 
issues essential to all broadcasters—things like technical facilities, negotia-
tion of air time costs, etc. By beginning with issues they had in common rather 
than the areas of sharp difference, cooperation began. It was slow going and 
involved certain “costs” for all parties—time invested, certain compromises on 
technical points, and willingness to acknowledge each other’s roles. But trust 
was formed in the process of sorting through the less controversial issues, 
opening the door to wider issues of Kingdom stewardship and greater cred-
ibility because of the broadcasters’ functional unity. 

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership Benefits

As you work your way through the book, you’ll recognize a wide range of 
powerful benefits that flow out of effective partnerships. In the following chapters 
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2
Why Partnership? 

What’s the Motivation?

———————————————————————————

Core Idea

! The question is in the back of all of our minds: Isn’t 
it really easier and quicker to just do it yourself? 
Why spend the time and energy trying to work with 

others—particularly people or ministries with such dif-
ferent ideas? The fact is, in powerful new ways partner-
ships are demonstrating that your vision or that of your 
ministry is more likely to be realized if you work with 
others rather than doing your own thing. Motivation is 
everything. Here we explore why linking hands with 
others can really make a difference. 

———————————————————————————

It’s Not a New Idea: Scripture Points the Way

The idea of people working together to achieve something they can’t do 
alone is goes back as far as there are historical records. God designed us to live 
as he does, in unity—working together. (This theme is developed more fully in 
chapter 4, The God Design—Relationships: Wholeness, Unity, and Diversity.) 
Throughout the Scripture, the message keeps coming through.

Let us make man in our image. (Genesis 1:26, italics added)

8.	 God’s power is released in a special way. Working alone on challenging 
projects, particularly in our own strength without God’s presence and power, can 
be scary! He’s promised that the Holy Spirit’s power will be present and released 
in a special way when we join with his people in partnership. (Psalms 133)

9.	 Our work gains significant credibility. God’s people working together 
demonstrate the core scriptural truth: Jesus’ work restores relationships. God 
promises that this has a powerful effect on our credibility—whether the audience 
believes our message or not! (John 17: 20–23)

10.	 We receive refreshment and new hope. In challenging circumstances, 
hope keeps us alive. Whatever our vision, in our community or elsewhere in the 
world, the knowledge that others share our vision refreshes our spirits and sustains 
our hope. (Matt. 5:9, Psalms 133)

These principles and benefits, along with dozens of case histories and examples, 
are unpacked in the chapters ahead. Read on—with hope!

Share your ideas and response to this chapter, tell your own 
story, or get connected with more partnership resources at the 
book’s website 
www.connectedbook.net
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that every partnership is working effectively.2 (Dr. Carol Bellamy, Executive 
Director of UNICEF)

The Kingdom—Many Motivations,  
Many Partnership Options

Partnership means many things to many people. Whether it’s two individuals 
joining forces on behalf of some local cause or a complex, multi-agency, inter-
national collaborative initiative—a conscious commitment to partnership can be 
powerfully motivating and full of practical benefits. Some examples: 

•	 Two individuals committed to launching a ministry to the poor through 
their church decide to pray together about the vision. People like this 
may meet face to face, via telephone, or coordinate their efforts through 
correspondence on the Internet. These prayer partners are following 
the scriptural models that promise blessing when people join hands and 
hearts.

•	 A few missionaries were scattered over hundreds of square miles. It was 
lonely, communications were terrible, and the closest believer was usually 
another missionary 8–10 hours away over roads that were impassible 
four months of the year. Plus, response from the highly resistant animistic 
people group was, at best, discouraging. Twenty-four missionaries and 
a small group of national believers met, talked, prayed, and, while from 
very different backgrounds, agreed that the only way to see real change 
was to join hands in an ongoing, working partnership.

•	 Five Christian families on a street in a single neighborhood were 
concerned about a way to serve their neighbors and be a witness at the 
same time. They committed to having a monthly informal dinner for their 
street—all five sharing in the cooking and rotating the dinner among their 
five houses. They committed to doing it for one year with invitations to 
all around the street. A simple opportunity is given each time for neigh-
bors to share their concerns—whether they are believers or not. And, each 
time, a member of two or three of the Christian families just briefly prays 
for the needs. Their short-term partnership to witness and serve had long-
term potential implications.

•	 Three student ministries at a midwestern university began meeting to plan 
and pray about how, working together, they could more effectively reach 
the thousands on the growing campus. Four years later, on a retreat, lead-
ers of the three ministries acknowledged that the hundreds of lives that 

Then the Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to live alone. I will make 
a suitable companion to help him.” (Genesis 2:18)

The Lord said, “I am going to make you like God to the King, and your 
brother Aaron will speak to him as your prophet.” (Exodus 7:1)

. . . half my men worked and half stood guard, wearing coats of armor and 
armed with spears, shields, and bows. And our leaders gave their full support 
to the people who were rebuilding the wall. (Nehemiah 4:16)

 Two men can resist an attack that would defeat one man alone. A rope made 
of three cords is hard to break. (Ecclesiastes 4:12)

He called the twelve disciples together and sent them out two by two. (Mark 
6:6b)

Under his control all the different parts of the body fit together, (so) the whole 
body grows and builds itself up through love. (Ephesians 4:16)

. . . we are partners working together for God, and you are God’s field. You 
are also God’s building. Using the gift that God gave me, I did the work of 
an expert builder and laid the foundation and another man is building on it. 
(1 Corinthians 3:9-10)

So, the first motivation is that God designed his creation, his people, to work 
together. All outcomes will be stronger, more effective as we do so. The few pas-
sages mentioned here give us just a hint of God’s intention and the associated 
power and blessing when we follow his design. 

The Business, Education, and Scientific Communities 
Know the Power of Partnership

As I will say again and again throughout the book, all truth is God’s truth. 
So, we should not be surprised that business, education, and science agree that a 
partnership approach is essential.

Strategic alliances provide access to far more resources than any single firm 
owns or could buy. This can greatly expand its ability to create new products, 
reduce costs, bring in new technologies, penetrate other markets, preempt 
competitors, reach the scale needed to survive in world markets, and generate 
more cash to invest in core skills.1 (Jordan D. Lewis, Business Management 
Strategist)

Making those improvements is more and more the product of partner-
ships—but as we move toward reaching every child, there is a need to ensure 
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ministry should not work with others. Often it is hard to get people to be honest. 
But, if you press a bit you find there is hardly ever an original reason. They’ve all 
been stated before—thousands of times. Here are the fifteen that most frequently 
emerge, often stated in less candid or clear terms but with the same meaning, 
nonetheless.

1. Theological purity is important to us. (In short, exclusivity is more impor-
tant than inclusiveness.)

2. I’m not sure how I/we’d fit in. (In other words, I/we don’t really know who 
we are.)

3. Frankly we think we should, and probably can, do it alone. (The omniscient 
fable.)

4. I think sharing on a project like this would be difficult. (In short, partner-
ship with others may intrude on my/our pride/ego.)

5. In partnerships, relationships and goals can get confused. (In other words, 
we’re not sure of ourselves.)

6. We just don’t see any need to change the way we’ve been working. (It’s the 
ruts leading to oblivion syndrome!)

7. Who actually came up with this idea? (The not invented here syndrome.)

8. Honestly, we have a very specialized funding base that is concerned about 
what we’re doing. (Meaning, don’t let our donors know we can’t do this whole 
thing alone.)

9. Frankly, we think partnership is a waste of time—we see no potential added 
value. (The old individualistic ways are good enough; why try anything new?)

10. We don’t have the people, time, or other resources to invest in trying to 
work with others. (Meaning, we’re not sure what our potential is and don’t want 
to find out.)

11. Working with others isn’t our style. (It’s the institutional inertia, lack of 
flexibility, living in the past syndrome.)

12. Fear of success—how would we possibly share credit with others? (Think 
of the confusion!)

13. I/we are responsible to our board or constituency. (Meaning, how could 
we explain our need to work with others to achieve success?)

14. We’ve been doing quite well on our own, thank you. (Read: fear of expo-
sure of our organization’s weaknesses or idiosyncrasies.)

had been touched and changed could never have been realized without 
their ministry partnership.

•	 Leaders of a local church in Arizona met leaders of a growing church 
in Latin America at a conference ten years ago. On the way home, the 
Americans said, “You know, we could really get involved with those 
folks. They could help fire our vision, and we could provide them helping 
hands of all kinds.” After several false starts, a lasting partnership was 
born between the two churches. Today, lay and pastoral leaders from both 
churches say, “It’s changed our lives and our ministries in the communi-
ties around us.”

•	 Turf wars and egos were plentiful. For years there had been talk about 
greater cooperation by Christian ministries in the city. Everyone knew 
there were serious gaps and overlap. Finally, following a pastor’s prayer 
retreat and significant relational breakthroughs, inner-city leaders, 
churches, specialized ministries, city-wide Christian media, and urban 
churches began meeting, talking, and listening—together. It took six 
months, but they finally established clear, near-term goals that had great 
Kingdom value and represented real needs in the city. Long-term survival 
and lasting success had yet to be tested, but a real ministry partnership 
had been born.

Beyond these examples, you can probably imagine a dozen more. 

So, Why a Book? 
Ask your friends or professional colleagues, “On challenging projects that 

involve multiple skills over a period of time, do you think it’s more effective if 
people just all do their own thing with no coordination? Or, do you think it would 
be helpful for them to find some way to partner together to achieve the task?” 
Generally people will smile and say, “Why do you even ask? It seems like a 
rhetorical question! Of course, people should work together.” However, the same 
people will usually quickly add, “Partnership’s a great idea—but it’s so hard to get 
a real cooperation, keep it going, and see any real, practical outcomes.”

But, before we talk about the up side, let’s hear from the loyal opposition.

Why Not Partnership?
My colleagues and I, who have worked actively in the partnership movement, 

have heard just about every reason imaginable as to why an individual or their 
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investors as well as Kingdom donors know that going it alone frequently 
means duplication of effort, waste, and inefficiency.

•	 High risk/cost of new ventures. Trying to reach/serve all the kids in your 
neighborhood, dealing with unemployment in a city, taking the good news to 
people who have never heard, or developing a new technology are all costly 
initiatives where partnerships and strategic alliances can spread the risk.

•	 Rapid growth of non-Western resources. In both the church and general 
society, non-Western countries now offer world-class human, technical, 
and other resources. Frequently they are closer, physically and culturally, 
to the focus of the ministry we have in mind.

Primary Motivations/Benefits

So, if you have this book in your hands, what has motivated you to pick it up 
and even get this far? Desire to excel or be more effective? How about a desire 
to attempt something too big to attempt alone? It could be you have a sense that 
God’s design for his people is to work together. Just maybe you’re thinking if you 
could forge some kind of partnership with others, things might go better. Any or 
all of those ideas are great places to start.

Let’s look at the question, “Why partnership?” in more detail.

Truth is always God’s truth. There is no other source. Whether it’s the sciences 
of mathematics, biology, physics, chemistry, or astronomy, his indelible footprint 
is everywhere. But his truth is equally evident in the arts, history, and human 
relationships. The extraordinary thing about God’s grace is that it is not selective. 
As the Scripture notes, “The rain falls on the just and the unjust.” Unbelievers can 
send men to the moon and bring them back safely. In my home state, unbeliev-
ing farmers can successfully plant, tend, and harvest crops. So, in the practice 
of partnerships, it should not be surprising that businesses and ministries often 
find parallel motivations or benefits. Here are some examples of where general 
business or social initiatives find common motivation for turning to a partnership, 
network, or strategic alliance approach.

1. Efficiency: Processes can be accelerated, costs can be reduced, waste 
eliminated, and the frequent gaps and overlap of everyone doing their own thing 
can be minimized.

2. Focus on strengths: Partnerships allow organizations to do what they do 
best: maximize their contribution by doing what they do well—rather than having 
to do many things, often poorly.

15. Our work is so unique that cooperation would have little/no value. 
(Meaning, they don’t have a clue as to the problem or the potential.)

There is an answer to each of these issues. And in this book I address all 
of these issues in one way or another. Just keep in mind that an aspect of Jesus’ 
ministry that most consistently got him in trouble was that he was too inclusive. 
Sinners, outcasts, people on the fringe of society—they were his stock in trade. In 
Mark’s gospel, chapter 9, even Jesus’ disciples needed help to understand that “he 
that is not against us is for us.” We need to keep in mind that “different” is not the 
same as “bad.” The truth of the gospel is that, in Christ, we can live without fear, 
have a secure identity, celebrate our different gifts and callings, and work together 
for his glory. It’s the community of Open Arms!

It is often helpful for a ministry to do an assessment of how well they might 
do in a real, working partnership. So, in the Appendix, you will find a simple 
“Partnership Readiness” checklist that will help you examine your corporate culture 
and determine how suited you are to connect with and work alongside others.

Motivation: Socio/Economic Conditions

In the past it may have been possible to “go it alone.” The smartest rarely did. 
But, today, world conditions are forcing business, social initiatives, and Kingdom 
strategies to acknowledge the same truth: if you want to work smart, you work 
together.

Here are some of the global realities that make partnership an imperative, not 
an option:

•	 Enhanced communications/increased awareness. There is simply too 
much data available to too many people for anyone to blithely claim 
ignorance. With the data available today, if you try it alone, you will be 
ill-equipped, have serious blind spots, and be less effective.

•	 Widely distributed, accessible economic, technical, and human resources. 
While there certainly are “pockets” of isolated resources, today’s com-
munications and transportation options make it possible to link resources 
globally in a common vision.

•	 Increased specialization/proliferation of organizations. It is an age of 
specialization. No single agency can reach a city or an unreached people 
group. No company can develop and bring a new product to a large 
market without alliances and partnerships.

•	 New demands for performance and accountability. Increasingly business 
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The truth was, everybody was already working as hard as they could. And 
they all knew what was going on in the region. So why waste time? Previous 
efforts like this had always failed to produce anything of value.

During the first few hours, time was taken to have each ministry share their 
vision, whom they were working with (audience they were trying to reach), 
services or products they provided, something about their history, and the 
make up of their team. 

You can imagine the surprise when, by the end of the first day, of the thirteen 
ministries present, five acknowledged they translated and published the same 
evangelistic booklet—without knowing others had done the same! All admit-
ted, honestly, it was embarrassing. You can also imagine why, three days 
later, coordination of communication/media efforts was established as a high 
priority as they had decided that, yes, there really were things they could do 
more effectively together than continuing to work independently.

—————————————————————————————————

Biblical Motivation

As I mentioned earlier, the Scripture is full of models, principles, and admoni-
tion for us to pay attention to the God design and work together in partnership. 
For centuries, Christians have felt they could probably be more effective, touch 
the people of their community, and change the world if somehow they could work 
together. As we work our way through this book, I explore why we don’t work 
together and what it takes to break the pattern of independence. We also examine a 
wide range of case histories that demonstrate the powerful benefits and motivation 
for partnership. Here are just a few of the more significant biblical promises. 

Working Together:
1. We demonstrate the power of the gospel to change lives, producing open, 

trusting relationships (Philippians 2:1–11). 

2. The Holy Spirit’s power is released in ways only possible when we dwell 
in unity and work together (Psalms 133, Galatians 5:16–26).

3. We demonstrate good stewardship. Working together we maximize our 
use of the resources God has given us as costs are reduced and effectiveness is 
increased (Matthew 25:14–30).

3. Effectiveness: Partnerships usually force us to look at the bigger picture, 
see what is needed to accomplish the vision, and then identify the missing pieces. 
Getting all the pieces together and focusing on a common objective is a sure 
recipe for better outcomes.

4. Greater flexibility: Roles, timing, availability of resources, and ability to 
concentrate or focus on more than one project, if necessary, are increased when 
working in partnership.

5. Expanded resources: When we join hands with others, different, often 
complimentary, strengths are discovered. The mere fact that we have come to-
gether frequently allows us to identify what additional resources are needed and, 
together, identify those resources and encourage their participation.

6. Risk is reduced: The larger or more complex a project, naturally, the greater 
resources needed. Working in partnership, we can share the load, reducing risk 
while often increasing speed or quality of the outcomes.

7. Expanded options for action: Working alone, no matter how sophisticated 
or substantial your resources, there is a limit to what you can accomplish. By 
working with others who complement your strengths, your potential and your 
horizons are expanded. This may mean consideration of new products, services, 
or geographical areas you can enter.

Weak Motives

1. Save money. Wrong. While it’s true you may be able to do something you 
could never dream of doing alone, your action should be driven by a vision.

2. Everybody’s talking partnership. Wrong. Partnership has to clearly be a 
good move for you, your ministry/agency, and the Kingdom. Doing something 
because “everyone else is doing it” is a dead end.

3. We’re weak and need help. Wrong. The best partners, individuals or minis-
tries, are those who know who they are, know what they can contribute, and have 
a vision driving them on. Only get involved in a partnership if you have a vision 
and know you can contribute something toward its realization.

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: When the various leaders came into the room, 
honestly, they really couldn’t imagine what kind of real, practical benefit could 
possibly come from these meetings. Explore partnership? What’s the point? 
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3
Partnerships, Networks, 

Strategic Alliances
So Many Ideas—So Many Definitions!

———————————————————————————

Core Idea

! Every time two or more people agree to work 
together on something, temporarily or long term, 
you have a partnership. Much is being said about 

“networking” and  “partnership” these days; what do we 
really mean? Knowing what kind of partnership is most 
appropriate for the challenge we want to address can 
be critical. Knowing the strengths and weaknesses of 
the different kinds of partnerships can save us time, 
energy, and frustration.

———————————————————————————

So many of the good things we take for granted are the result of partnerships—a 
conscious decision on the part of two or more people or agencies to work together 
to realize an objective none of them could achieve alone. Think about it: a healthy 
family, a congenial neighborhood, a good local school, a great symphony orches-
tra, a championship football team, a quality hospital, a great scientific or medical 
advance, a victorious army, the local emergency telephone service (“911” if you 

4. The credibility of our message is strengthened. Jesus says that those watch-
ing our lives and work are more likely to believe that he is who he says he is 
when they observe us working together. This is particularly true in the traditional, 
community-based cultures of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. (John 5:31–47, 
10:38, 17:23)

5. The Body of Christ becomes a powerful, unified community, demonstrat-
ing real love, committed to each other, to growing in Christ, and to witnessing to 
the world around us (Ephesians 4:1–16)

6. We encourage use of the full range of gifts and abilities distributed by the 
Holy Spirit among God’s people (Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 12).

7. Encouragement, refreshment, and hope replace loneliness and despair when 
God’s people work together rather than working independently (Psalms 133).

Summing Up

In working together, powerful motivations and benefits lure us on. When we 
follow the God design of open, restored relationships, we will be more effective 
and efficient, we are more likely to be working in our area of strength, our mes-
sage will be more credible, hope will be strengthened, we will see more spiritual 
results sooner, and our mutual and individual dreams will become reality. What 
more could we ask?

Share your ideas and response to this chapter, tell your own 
story, or get connected with more partnership resources at the 
book’s website 
www.connectedbook.net
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Building a satisfying house involves dreams, extremely diverse, highly de-
veloped skills, knowledge of materials, good planning, financial resources, and 
constant oversight. It’s a complex partnership in which human, technical, legal, 
and financial resources must intersect. 

We may laugh at Jack and his approach to trying to get his house built. But 
in dozens of locations around the world, well-intentioned people like Jack call 
meetings of diverse people, hoping to get them to work together to achieve some 
objective. In most of those cases, the objectives will never be met, frustration will 
be high, and the dreams will not be realized. 

This book is all about helping you move your dream to reality by effectively 
engaging others in the vision. It will give you principles, examples, and practical 
tools so you can effectively connect the needed resources and realize the vision. 
And when the project is complete, everyone involved will say it was a good 
experience!

Every ministry partnership exists for a purpose. If there isn’t a dream, there’s 
no need for a partnership! Defining that purpose, the process you’ll follow, who 
will be involved, and the distribution of responsibilies greatly increases your 
chances for success. 

Partnerships are like a journey or a project; the longer or more complex the 
vision, the more you need to think and plan—and pray! You can’t foresee all the 
problems you’ll encounter. And waiting to start until you have everything in place 
is usually a recipe for achieving nothing. But knowing more about partnerships 
before you start can be a huge help, increasing your confidence and your likeli-
hood of success.

This chapter is a brief look at what partnerships are—and aren’t. Later we will 
take a closer look at how to explore, launch, and sustain an effective partnership. 
But for now, let’s get one step closer to understanding the terms we’re using.

Networks vs. Partnerships

Networking—it’s a huge buzzword. At the same time, everyone seems to be 
talking about partnership. What in the world do they mean? Are partnerships and 
networks really the same, and if they’re different, so what? The answer is no, they 
are not the same. And yes, understanding their differences can have a real impact 
on what you do and how you do it. In the real world, both networks and partner-
ships are needed to release Kingdom power and restore hope to your friends and 
colleagues along the way.

live in the U.S.), or putting a man on the moon and safely bringing him back—each 
of these requires a complex combination of skills, relationships, vision, planning, 
organization, and common commitment to bring all the elements together and keep 
them together to realize the dream.

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: Jack thought he had a pretty good piece of 
property for the dream house he and his wife wanted to build. One day he as-
sembled electricians, his banker, some carpenters, plumbers, and a bulldozing 
company all on the property at the same time. For about fifteen minutes Jack 
tried to describe the house he and his wife wanted. As Jack went on, the pro-
fessionals looked at each other and Jack with increasing disbelief. When Jack 
finally came out with his concluding statement, they still were hardly prepared: 
“I know you’ve all got good professional reputations, so I’d like you guys to get 
together and get this job done for my wife and me.”

—————————————————————————————————

And you’re saying to yourself, “How could this guy be so dumb?”

Imagine trying to build a house without:

•	 Defining your motivation—why you want to build the house?

•	 Defining “success”—how will you know if you have the house you hoped 
for?

•	 Defining how many will occupy it and what layout or floor plan will 
serve your lifestyle.

•	 Determining the costs—all the costs.

•	 Deciding how to determine your plans: Buy someone else’s design? Hire 
an architect?

•	 Making sure you know the building codes for the neighborhood.

•	 Identifying a contractor who will actually build the house to specification, 
on schedule, and at the agreed price.

These and dozens of other questions, large and small, are familiar to anyone 
who has built a home. 



—    Well Connected34   Partnerships, Networks, Strategic Alliances    — 35

plan, and work together to achieve a common vision beyond the capacity of any 
one of the individual partners.

Here the key phrases are: 

•	 common interest

•	 regularly communicate

•	 work together

•	 common vision

•	 beyond the capacity of any one of the individual partners

Partnerships don’t exist just to share information or encourage fellowship. 
Information and encouragement are part of the partnership process. But they are 
means to an end, not the partnership’s purpose. While networks may bring people 
or organizations together through a common interest, partnerships galvanize link-
ages around a common vision or outcome. By working together on that common 
vision or outcome, they can achieve ends far beyond the capacity of any of the 
individual members of the partnership.

Here are a couple of examples:

—————————————————————————————————

Networks in Practice: Four Christian camps in the region faced simi-
lar challenges. Their leaders decided to start meeting once a quarter. As the 
group met regularly, its members began to see the significant “value added” 
for each of their camps. The group shared information on camping regula-
tions; other developments in their region; case histories of “best practices” in 
programming, recruitment, personnel, etc. Camping ministry specialists were 
brought in for inspiration and ideas on innovation. And the group set up a “hot 
line” among themselves so they could call on one another if they had sudden 
technical or personnel problems.

—————————————————————————————————

The four camps were operating a classic network that provided: 

•	 encouragement

•	 information/education

Networks
The study and understanding of human networks has actually become a spe-

cialty in the fields of sociology and communications. Networks can be simple or 
complex, weak or strong. For example:

•	 Weak or informal networks are less active or intense in their relationships, 
often only sharing information or interests. They are frequently “on 
demand,” or fellowship-oriented.

•	 Strong or more structured networks are often task-, project-, or issue-
oriented, have well-defined structure, responsibilities, and objectives, and 
require substantial time commitments.

For the sake of simplicity, here is a working definition of networks: Any 
group of individuals or organizations sharing a common interest, who regularly 
communicate with each other to enhance their individual purposes.

Note the key phrases: 

•	 common interest

•	 regularly communicate 

•	 individual purposes 

Networks generally are designed to facilitate ongoing communication and 
information sharing, helping members of the network do their own individual 
work more effectively. The only real points of connection may be a common area 
of concern and regular communication.

The network may be composed of pastors, building contractors, doctors, 
mission agencies, or neighbors. It may be structured, with membership, regular 
meetings, a newsletter, website, etc. Or it may be informal—just an agreement to 
meet on certain occasions to share information and, maybe, encouragement. 

Partnerships
When individuals or organizations move beyond just communication and 

fellowship and into coordinated action around a common concern, partnerships 
frequently begin to emerge.

The examples we have cited so far in the book show that partnerships can 
take many forms for many purposes. They can range from simple to complex, 
informal to highly structured, short-term partnerships to those that last for years.

Here is a definition of partnerships that will get us started: Any group of indi-
viduals or organizations, sharing a common interest, who regularly communicate, 



—    Well Connected36   Partnerships, Networks, Strategic Alliances    — 37

•	 Were built on the best of each camp’s capabilities but accomplished some-
thing bigger—the impossible dream none could have realized alone. 

Networks and Partnerships:  
Mutually Exclusive or Complementary?

Frequently: 

•	 Common efforts start as a network and morph into a partnership. 

•	 Networks are often critical elements of the operational plans of 
partnerships.

In a later chapter we will look at how partnerships and networks often work side 
by side. But for now, let’s make clear: networks and partnerships are not mutually 
exclusive. More often than not, they can and should play complementary roles. 

What is your vision? 

•	 Maybe it’s geographically defined—your neighborhood or the city.

•	 Possibly you want to share the love of Jesus with an ethnic or language 
group—in your city or in some country overseas.

•	 You may have a desire to reach or serve a special segment of soci-
ety—refugees, the homeless, single parents, handicapped, or those who 
are institutionalized in prisons or mental health care facilities.

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: In the old movies, we saw the leather hel-
met-and-goggle-adorned pilot leaning out of the open cockpit of the air-
plane, desperately trying to see the ground through the fog. Later, when ra-
dio connected the pilot with the ground, the people on the ground became 
the pilot’s “eyes”—for at least part of the journey. Still later, an intricate 
network of technological innovations interfaced with human beings to give 
the pilot electronic reference points to the landing site: a radar image of 
the terrain ahead, radio beacons on the ground, a GPS-based assessment 
of exactly where he was, and, ultimately auto flight controls that could see 
through virtually blind weather conditions and put the plane on the desig-
nated runway—safely.

—————————————————————————————————

•	 access to each other’s strengths

•	 potential help in times of emergency

The network, by sharing these points, made it possible for each camp to carry 
out its own ministry more effectively.

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: The leaders of six Christian camps serving a 
large, multi-city metropolitan area met occasionally as part of an informal net-
work. In one of these meetings, a camp director said, “I have the feeling that 
the actual percentage of both kids and adults from churches in our area who 
are involved in a camping experience every year has been steadily declining. 
I’d like to see us do some research to see how big our ‘market’ is and what 
percentage of that market we are actually serving.” 

Another director spoke up. “I’m sure that’s true. But I’m also concerned that 
95% of the camping participants we serve are already in local churches. How 
could we really break out and begin to touch the lives of those on the  ‘out-
side’—those who aren’t getting access to the good news?” A year later the 
camps had forged a partnership that had completed the research and set ob-
jectives on how they wanted to “grow” the numbers involved in camping. They 
had also put together a joint information/recruitment plan with all the churches 
of the metro area. Finally, they had established a common fund to provide 
scholarships to give disadvantaged kids, single parents, and others on the 
“outside” the opportunity to have a camping experience—and hear of Jesus.

—————————————————————————————————

The six camps had developed a classic partnership that provided all the ele-
ments of network mentioned above—shared information, encouragement, and 
education—but went beyond the network because they:

•	 Looked at the “big picture” and dreamed dreams beyond the capacity of 
any of the individual camps.

•	 Provided, through several working groups within the partnership, action 
plans that turned specific initiatives from dreams to reality.

•	 Were able to have a greater Kingdom impact in the region while returning 
real, tangible benefits to each of the participating camps.
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•	 You need a few people who are trusted and capable—individuals who 
have a vision for and some knowledge about the challenge you want 
to address and who are committed to at least trying to work together. 

•	 The diversity and competence of your initial partners brings credibility to 
the partnership you are developing.

•	 As this core group begins to work, other partnership needs will surface, as 
will the additional people the partnership requires.

•	 Momentum and simple but tangible progress early on will have a big 
impact on your ability to recruit others into the partnership.

•	 While the vision may be big, be ready to start relatively small with 
limited, achievable goals. These “doable” objectives are vital to early suc-
cess and a sense of fulfillment and momentum—even if your long-range 
vision is still in the distance!

Duration of the Partnership

How long do you think it will take for your partnership to realize the vi-
sion? How much staying power will the group need to see the initiative through? 
How will the length of time required affect how you plan and implement your 
partnership?

If your partnership comes together, what kind of partnership will it take to 
realize the dream?

•	 Short-term partnership:  One to three months

•	 Medium-term partnership:  Three months to two years

•	 Long-term partnership:  Two or more years

A short, intensive burst of vision-driven energy often is catalytic in helping 
people or organizations come together. It may be a crisis, a brief “window of 
opportunity” that emerges, or some kind of high-priority event that galvanizes 
people and ministries into effective partnerships.

A Key Partnership Principle:


	The longer-range the vision, the more challenging it probably will 
be to form and sustain the partnership. Increasing the number and 
diversity of partners adds still greater complexity.

Whatever the vision, being able to imagine or understand what kind of 
partnership might work best puts you a big step ahead. Today you don’t have to 
“fly blind!” In almost every case, someone has had your experience—been there, 
done that—and, most likely, would be delighted to share with you what they have 
learned on the journey.1

Elements in Defining Your Partnership

Here are four elements that help define every partnership. 

•	 The diversity of the partners

•	 The duration of the partnership

•	 The structure of the partnership

•	 The location/context of the partnership 

Think about your dream or your current collaborative efforts. 

Diversity of Partners

They may be individuals who just share a common concern, specialists, 
organizations—private or public—or institutions. How many need to be involved 
to realize the dream? The diversity of your partners is a key part of defining your 
partnership. 

Your partnership may be: 

•	 Bi-lateral: Two people or two organizations working together.

•	 Multi-lateral (small): Three to ten people or organizations.

•	 Multi-lateral (large): Ten or more people or organizations.

•	 A partnership or network composed of people or ministries with the same 
or very different backgrounds.

It may not just be a question of how many are or should be involved. You may 
need to think about what kind of people, experience, or special skills are needed. 
Obviously, the more complex the vision, the more people may be needed—and 
the greater the potential achievement!

A Key Partnership Principle: 


	Don’t wait to start until you have “everybody” you want or need! 
That’s a recipe for frustration and inaction. Keep in mind: 
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•	 Agreement on what sort of timetable combines the urgency of the need or 
opportunity with a realistic assessment of how long it will take to achieve 
key, early action priorities. 

I have never seen an effective, durable partnership that started first by talking 
about structure. This is almost always a dead end and frequently raises issues that 
are either irrelevant in the beginning (you don’t really know what the partnership 
needs yet!) or, worse, are divisive and discouraging. 

In part 3, “Behind the Scenes,” a whole chapter is devoted to the critical 
nature of vision. 

A Key Partnership Principle:


	Always remember that what attracts and keeps people committed to 
a partnership are: 1) a great vision—something they or their orga-
nization could never accomplish alone, and 2) seeing results—real, 
practical progress toward outcomes that provide fulfillment and 
encouragement. Talking about organization never excites people or 
sustains vision!

Still, adequate structure and organization are necessary for a partnership to 
realize its vision. It is probably as bad to avoid discussions and decisions about 
structure as it is to start with them!

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: One of the great illustrations of commit-
ment to practical, working unity in the Body of Christ has been Billy Graham. 
Beginning early in his ministry, Dr. Graham insisted that the churches had 
to work together in the cities where he was called to hold evangelistic cru-
sades. He was convinced that this approach was biblical and that God would 
bless it. In his earlier years, he was heavily criticized for this, as the crusades 
brought together churches with such wide-ranging theological and traditional 
convictions. For Dr. Graham and his team to even consider going to a city, the 
churches had to come together to issue the invitation. This hurdle of functional 
unity even at the invitation stage was not always easily reached. Far from it! 
Often team members worked months with interested lay and church leaders 
just to get to this level of cooperation. In some cities the churches never got 
this far. They simply couldn’t agree to work together at this level. 

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: International relief and development agencies 
have found cooperation easier (not simple!) in short-duration crises like sud-
den, short-lived famine (Africa), post-earthquake food, medical, and housing 
shortages (Turkey and Nicaragua), or the post-tsunami havoc of December 
2004. The long-term challenge of providing sustainable food and other criti-
cal services for a country or region has been much more difficult to meet. 
Following devastating natural disasters, helping communities rebuild their 
lives, commerce, schools, health care, and other critical elements of the in-
frastructure has called for partnerships with real “staying power.” That has 
occurred, but rarely.

—————————————————————————————————

Think about circumstances in your own city or community that parallel the 
example given above about relief and development agencies. What types of issues 
or problems could be addressed with short-term, intensive partnerships? What 
types of challenges in the community would require a more sustained, long-term 
partnership? Why the difference?

Part 4 of this book, “On the Way,” deals in more detail with the principles and 
challenges involved in keeping partnerships working effectively.

Structure of the Partnership

A principle in architecture says, “form follows function.” Simply, this means 
that the structure of your partnership should be as simple as possible and still 
meet your objectives. Any talk about organizational structure should always be 
preceded by:

•	 Agreement on at least an initial clear, compelling vision or reason for the 
partnership.

•	 Thorough thinking, prayer, and planning about what main activities will 
be required for the partnership to realize the vision.

•	 Definition of near- to medium-term action steps the partnership must take 
to achieve its initial objectives.

•	 Agreement on who can/will do what, how communications and account-
ability will occur, and what the funding options are for your action plan
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a vision-driven group with trust and clear, tangible outcomes outweighing 
the need for a highly structured organization. They may simply come to 
consensus on the main points and circulate their agreement in a written 
summary of the meeting.

•	 Strategic Alliance: Partners may simply agree on a memo of understand-
ing that deals with issues such as vision and values, the need for a facilita-
tor or facilitation team, how to handle reporting and money, and, possibly, 
how the group will measure its success or effectiveness.

•	 Constitution: Ministries, churches, or individuals forge a formal, 
contractual relationship. Each party obligates itself to certain terms or 
conditions—placing itself under the authority of the partnership, at least 
for selected parts of its work. 

For more details on the elements in these types of partnerships, see chapter 16, 
“Effective Partnership Structures—Form Follows Function.”

Here is another way to look at the continuum of collaboration:

Case #1: Five local churches are concerned about the young people in their 
community. They form a consensus-based partnership which requires a moderate 
level of organization, facilitation, and ongoing attention to see effective outcomes.

But for those that did issue a joint invitation, from this stage forward, broad, 
growing church and community cooperation and support characterized the 
crusades—right up through the follow-up stage. For years I have been con-
vinced that one of the key reasons Dr. Graham’s ministry has seen such ex-
traordinary blessing is his quiet but relentless commitment to this principle. 

Having said that, I will point out that the vast majority of these crusades 
have drawn Christians in those communities together for a limited period 
of time to achieve a specific, limited objective. In many cities, churches 
and other ministries have sought to capture the spirit of cooperation found 
leading up to and during these crusades. But, few cities have experienced 
lasting, strategic Kingdom collaboration flowing out of these crusades—
partnerships that specifically sought spiritual transformation of the com-
munity over a significant period of time. 

—————————————————————————————————

 As in the case of relief and development ministries cited above, moving from a 
great vision of limited time and scope to a long-term vision of even greater scale is 
an extreme challenge. Reasons for this are addressed at many points in the book.

As you might expect, partnerships can operate very effectively with widely 
varying structures. Structures for collaboration range from very informal to very 
formal. 

Some examples:

•	 Awareness: Individuals or agencies are simply aware of each other (to 
varying degrees) and communicate or connect on an occasional, ad hoc 
basis.

•	 Networks: Multiple individuals or ministries make a conscious effort to 
develop a means of sharing information (meetings, website, newsletter, 
etc.) on some topic of common interest and value to each participant.

•	 Covenant: Individuals or agencies form a simple, verbal agreement to 
work together toward a common vision. May be linked to a document in 
which they state their common vision (what they want to do) and values 
(how they want to accomplish the vision).

•	 Consensus-Based Partnership: Groups work together with no formal 
membership, voting rights, financial dues or many similar things often 
associated with cooperation. To operate this way the partnership has to be 
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Part Two

The God Design 

Case # 2: Two friends find they are both concerned about the single moth-
ers in their neighborhood. They decide to pray and work together to try to do 
something. Their organization is very simple—even though the challenge they 
face may be daunting!

Case #3: More than twenty Christian agencies, all focused on a major un-
reached people group, form a consensus-based, strategic evangelism partnership. 
The number of individuals and distinct ministries involved is large. The challenge 
of forming and sustaining an effective working partnership among so many is 
complex. 

But, particularly in the early stages, don’t think first about structure. Think 
and pray about vision. What you and others are thinking of doing is critical. An 
effective structure for how you will do it is much more likely to result if you and 
others share a compelling vision. 

Later in the book I discuss in much greater detail ideas and models for struc-
turing your partnership.

Wrapping up the discussion about definitions, keep in mind: 

I said that throughout the book I affirm that there are many valid forms of 
Kingdom collaboration. However, I will consistently encourage readers to think 
strategically; to look at the whole challenge, the whole problem, and to think 
through what resources will be needed to address this challenge. Then find ways, 
through some kind of collaboration with others, to link all these resources to ad-
dress the whole challenge. Throughout the book I’ll continue to encourage you 
to look at the whole picture and develop a response that will engage all the avail-
able resources. It’s that strategic approach that almost always produces the best 
outcomes and the most satisfying experience.

Note: For the sake of simplicity, throughout the book I will use the generic 
term “partnership” for all forms of Kingdom collaboration, except where more 
specific definition or “unpacking” of the particular type of collaboration is vital to 
understanding or learning more about the “how tos.” 

But enough about the rather dry topic of definitions, let’s move on to far more 
interesting material, like how God designed us to work—together.

Share your ideas and response to this chapter, tell your own 
story, or get connected with more partnership resources at the 
book’s website 
www.connectedbook.net
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4
The God Design—

Relationships
Wholeness, Unity, and Diversity

———————————————————————————

Core Idea

! God designed men and women to live in harmony, 
in open, healthy relationships—whether in families 
or communities. God’s design is based on his own 

nature. Adam and Eve’s tragic decision in Genesis de-
stroyed the transparency, trust, unity, and beauty we were 
designed to share. Their sin produced the roots of fear, 
division, and darkness that divide people and institutions 
today—within the church and outside it. Ministry partner-
ships are only effective and durable as they build trust, 
work actively at restoring relationships, and celebrate 
diversity within unity. In doing that, partnerships begin to 
again reflect the beauty, joy, power, and fulfillment God 
designed for us.

———————————————————————————

“Let us make man in our image.”

In the early chapters of Genesis, God states his design for us.1 While each 
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Are we surprised at what Franklin found? Probably not. It’s a scenario we’ve 
all personally encountered or sensed, as we have seen brokenness—in families, in 
the world around us, and, yes, inside the church.

Restored open relationships are critical to lasting, effective partnerships. So, 
let’s take a brief look at what really happened in the early chapters of Genesis. 

God’s creation, man, woman, and the natural world, were made in his im-
age. All the elements of creation naturally, beautifully fit together—functioned 
in harmony. There was trust, freedom, beauty, responsibility, joy, and a positive 
sense of the value of each part of creation. 

Each element in creation had a useful role and received respect because it 
had been created by God and given to Adam and Eve, the stewards. Adam and 
Eve were absolutely unique but essentially complementary. Each one’s individual 
wholeness and identity were, ultimately, made complete in relationship with the 
other.

But following Adam and Eve’s fateful decision in Genesis 3, relationships 
were destroyed. Consider these five levels. 

•	 God and man, who had previously met and talked openly and freely in 
the garden, were now alienated. Aware he had broken his trust with God, 
Adam went into hiding. Man’s open relationship with God was destroyed. 
The haunting words, “Where are you?” (3:9) tell the story.

•	 Adam, who previously had known no fear, much less shame, now admit-
ted to God that he knew he was naked. Having had his eyes opened to 
good and evil, Adam had lost the sense of his wholeness, beauty, and 
value. He looked at his internal “mirror” and decided for the first time 
that he didn’t like what he saw. Man’s relationship with himself had been 
destroyed. “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid” (3:10) is a telling 
line.

•	 In shifting the blame for his own sin to Eve, Adam denied responsibility. 
Trust between the two was never the same. The pattern established, short-
ly afterward Cain refused to accept responsibility for Abel’s whereabouts 
and lied to God. Man’s relationship with others had been destroyed. The 
words, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (4:9) have echoed down through 
history.

•	 In the created order, Adam and Eve had great responsibility, freedom, and 
joy. Work, given before the fall, was to be creative and fulfilling. Human 

individual was to be distinct, God’s design for all of humanity was openness, 
transparency, and unity in this diverse creation. Adam and Eve, each unique, were 
to be “one flesh.” This oneness reflected the magnificent unity Jesus speaks of 
when he says, “I and the Father are one.”2 

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: Franklin had already visited over a dozen 
ministry leaders working in the city. Some were pastors of churches. Others 
were leaders of local specialized ministries dealing with youth, the media, and 
urban issues. While working on other inter-church projects, he had gotten to 
know many of these leaders personally. A number of pastors in the city had 
been meeting and praying together for more than two years. But, now they felt 
an urgency to put feet to their prayers. Their dream was for God’s people in 
the churches to demonstrate the love and power of Christ by really connecting 
with each other and the needs of the city through some kind of partnership 
initiative.

The problem was that no one was quite sure where to begin. So Franklin was 
asked to visit the majority of pastors, one on one, to get their initial thoughts 
on next steps.

At first he thought it would be an exciting assignment. But a few weeks into 
the role, Franklin was surprised, disappointed, and unsure of what to do. In 
talking privately with the pastors and ministry leaders, he found that ministry 
pride and desire to protect ministry “turf” were widespread. Further, he had 
uncovered long-standing, unresolved relational problems among several of 
the Christian leaders that seemed to be real, practical roadblocks to authenti-
cally working together.

In short, no sense of unity or common vision existed on which to build. Over 
coffee, Franklin confided to a friend, “I’m not sure what to do. Honestly, going 
forward in these circumstances seems unrealistic to me. We’d have to start so 
far back to deal with so many relational issues before we could ever dream of 
moving forward. Trying to do anything together in this situation would mean 
papering over these real problems. That can’t be God’s way.”

—————————————————————————————————
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With that principle in mind, here is more background that anchors our part-
nership in the God design.

Jesus suggests that the status of my relationships with others is a key marker 
of my own heart—of having a right relationship with God. In Luke 10 we read 
about the lawyer who challenged Jesus regarding how he could be assured of 
eternal life. Jesus challenged him back, asking what he thought the Scriptures 
said. The lawyer, in his now famous response, said: “‘Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength, and with all your 
mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbor as you love yourself’” (Luke 10:27 GNT).

Jesus’ response was stunningly simple: “You are right . . . do this and you will 
live” (Luke 10:28 GNT).4

When forced into a relational situation, particularly when stress is involved, 
our true character emerges with remarkable clarity. A dozen people unexpectedly 
forced into a lifeboat for thirty days find out very soon about each other’s real 
character. The same dozen taken as hostages and held in a tense life-or-death 
environment for a week face the same reality. Simply put, there’s nowhere to hide 
your “real self.”

Working independently in ministry frequently allows us to mask our deep-
est feelings, qualities, and ambitions. Working in partnership, particularly over 
months or years, has a way of revealing what we otherwise might want to hide 
about ourselves and about our view of others!

People and ministries simply cannot work together effectively over any length 
of time without dealing with the relational brokenness. It continues to haunt us 
from the earliest events in the Garden of Eden.

In quoting the Old Testament’s commandments, the lawyer in Luke 10 touched 
on the heart of the issue: In partnerships we must have open relationships with 
each other. Faking it, employing trite or pious phrases (often shortcuts to avoid 
thinking about or discussing the real issues), or dodging the issues some other 
way ultimately leads to failure. It just won’t work. In the end, it all comes out 
anyway. So, we might as well face up to the issues and deal with them squarely. 
The God design is always best.

A fascinating factor of the lawyer’s response and the Old Testament com-
mandment is that evaluation of our love for our neighbor should be based on 
knowing and understanding our love for ourselves! In these days of excessive 
self-absorption, it may seem awkward to suggest, but consider this: In Genesis, it 
was Adam’s relationship with God and his own internal sense of brokenness and 

reproduction was to be a joy-filled experience. Now, the soil would resist 
and would yield only at the “sweat of Adam’s brow.” Childbirth would 
now be accompanied by cries of pain. Relationship with the created order 
was destroyed. “You will have to work hard and sweat to make the soil 
produce” (3:19 GNT) was a far cry from Eden’s initial abundance.

•	 In the garden were two trees. One tree gave eternal life. The other was the 
source of the knowledge of good and evil. Having broken God’s design 
and eaten of the second tree, man was denied access to the first. In an act 
of love, God drove Adam and Eve from the garden insuring they would 
never eat of the Tree of Life and live forever in darkness.3 Relationship 
with eternal life in the intimate presence of God had been destroyed. “You 
were made from soil, and you will become soil again,” (3:19b GNT) God 
said. Then he added the angel with the flaming sword at the edge of the 
garden “. . . to keep anyone from coming near the tree that gives life.” 
(3:24 GNT)

The results of Adam and Eve’s decisions and actions were devastating. The 
need for restoration was tragically evident. Enter “the Lamb that was slain from 
the creation of the world” (Revelation 13:8).

You may ask, “What do God’s design and the Genesis story of its destruction 
have to do with ministry partnerships?”

Let’s take a closer look.

A Key Partnership Principle:


	All durable, effective partnerships are built on trust and whole 
relationships. 

•	 Trust in the members—starting with the leadership (facilitator or facilita-
tion team). Ultimately, trust must exist among all the participants.

•	 Trust in the process. The way the partnership is formed and operated 
sends strong positive or negative signals with far-reaching implications.

•	 Trust in the partnership’s vision, specific objectives, and plans for imple-
menting the objectives.

Note: Chapter 11, “On the Way—Part Two: Formation,” suggests key ele-
ments of trust and how it cannot only be developed but also maintained at all 
three of these levels. A helpful diagram on the process of trust building is included 
there.
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work required multiple visits to each of these agencies. Private, confidential 
conversations with these leaders revealed a troubling history of brokenness 
between Christian workers who had any interest in this country. The broken-
ness was so great that several indicated, “If that individual shows up for any 
of these discussions, I won’t participate.” Remember, these were Christians 
committed to preaching Jesus’ power of reconciliation and restoration!

After months of these private discussions, it was finally time to gather the 
potential ministry leaders. Would God’s Spirit point the group to some type of 
real, functional partnership? Or were the divisions so great that real Kingdom 
partnership was a hopeless dream?

Round-the-clock prayer teams were established. Seasoned, godly counselors 
were recruited, briefed, introduced, and made a core part of the meeting’s 
facilitation team. In the daytime, participants explored the potential for work-
ing together in the country. Discussions dealt with a host of complex problems 
and possibilities. In the evenings, despite extraordinary demonic opposition, 
the counseling/reconciliation teams toiled in sessions of prayer and restora-
tion with ministry leaders—in some cases all night long.

In the end, God brought the group to a breakthrough of consensus on the 
way forward in partnership. Satan had received a huge setback. But having 
held the people of this country in his darkness for so long, he wasn’t about to 
give up easily. He continued to haunt the partnership—the facilitators, over 
subsequent years, constantly having to monitor and address relational issues 
critical to the partnership’s health.

However, had the issue of broken relationships not been faced squarely 
with sensitivity, love, and firmness, the partnership never would have been 
launched. Most certainly it would not have been a key part of the extraordinary 
spiritual power God let loose in this country after 2,000 years of darkness.

—————————————————————————————————

This is challenging stuff! Unfortunately, reconciliation is a process far too 
often avoided by the church. We don’t want to deal with the tough, often ugly 
issues of sin—particularly inside the body of Christ. But, if we’re ever to see 
real breakthroughs, in our own neighborhood, city, or in some distant unreached 
people group, there is no alternative. The process calls for great intent, courage, 
and sensitivity.

nakedness, that sent him into hiding, filled with shame and fear. Adam knew who 
he was and who he had been, and he had an overwhelming sense that a terrible 
change had occurred.

The church’s emphasis in salvation has often been on getting right with God, 
never addressing that God wants to restore our sense of internal wholeness. Yes, 
according to Scripture, we are to love ourselves. Not in a humanistic, narcissistic 
way, but in a way that understands who we are in Christ, that we’ve been made 
in God’s image, that we have infinite value, and that we can make a difference in 
the world.

There are three parts to the love in the God design: 

•	 Wholeness with God

•	 Wholeness within ourselves

•	 Wholeness with others 

Over the years I’ve observed hundreds of believers in a wide range of roles. 
It’s my assessment that those who have come to a healthy understanding of who 
they are and their own value in Christ are almost always the most effective in 
relating to others.

Durable, effective partnerships are always built on authentic approaches that 
build trusting, open, and restored relationships.

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: In my role at Interdev, I was asked to lead the 
Exploration phase of a possible strategic evangelism partnership for a country 
just emerging from years of Marxism. In the Exploration phase we sought to 
identify possible participants, their history of ministry in the country, their vision 
for the future, and the type of work they normally did. (See chapters 10–12 for 
a full discussion of the typical phases in the life of a durable partnership.)

For decades, the country had been considered essentially impenetrable—ex-
cept by the power of prayer! Over the preceding ninety years, only a handful 
of expatriates had lived in the country. Complicating matters, lying just below 
the surface of Marxism, was the influence of hundreds of years of a powerful, 
dark, traditional religion.

During the eighteen-month Exploration phase, I traveled to multiple countries 
and talked with the CEOs of more than a dozen ministries. In many cases the 
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The lifeblood of partnerships may be restored, open, healthy relationships. 
But the heartbeat of every effective, lasting partnership is that it focuses the power 
of Kingdom diversity in a unified process and vision. Partnerships celebrate the 
diversity and empower the focused integration of the whole range of available 
Kingdom resources. All gifts, personalities, individuals, and ministries have po-
tentially valuable roles in a coordinated strategy that is well beyond the potential 
of any single individual or ministry. 

The great power of the God design of unity and diversity can be experienced 
through an effective partnership in ways that are rarely experienced in other forms 
of witness.

But isn’t it remarkable how, as humans, we gravitate to the familiar—not just 
in home, habits, food, and recreation—but also in relationships? The tendency to 
withdraw to our own safe haven of familiarity is powerful.

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: A charged atmosphere pervaded the first 
meeting to explore cooperation. There were Lutherans, Pentecostals, 
Baptists, Episcopalians, Brethren, and independents in the room. From ex-
tremely different backgrounds, they all claimed to be committed to the same 
vision.

Some heads were down, in fear that a photographer would show up. Others 
were asking themselves, “Who are these people? Can they really be believ-
ers?” Still others were secretly saying to themselves, “I’ve never met with 
people from backgrounds like this. How will I possibly tell the guys back at the 
office?” Organizational leaders later admitted that they had wondered, “How 
will I ever explain this to the home office and our constituency?” 

Days later, when God had helped the group build trust and an environment of 
honesty, all admitted they had never dreamed they could openly communicate 
in such a diverse group—much less actually accomplish something of lasting 
value!

—————————————————————————————————

The God design in Genesis clearly had diversity at its heart. The plants 
were different—a mind-boggling, impossible-to-catalogue, array of wondrous 
diversity! The animals were different—and Adam got to name them! Day and 

This story has been repeated over and over, from partnership to partnership. 
Only the personalities and the intensity of the relational issues vary. Count on 
it—Satan’s trademark of broken relationships is one he vigorously defends.

Now, what are we to make of this? Let me suggest a few things. 

•	 The God design of whole relationships is actually central to any Christian 
life or any type of Kingdom work.

•	 Whole, restored, open relationships are critical to an effective, durable 
partnership.

•	 The natural tendency for relationships is to drift—from lack of positive 
attention, to indifference, to misunderstanding, to lack of readiness to 
admit a problem, to a point at which, even admitting a serious problem, 
the parties are unwilling or unable to bring about the needed restoration.

•	 Facilitators or facilitation teams must be ready to take initiative and risk 
and to address relational brokenness with directness yet sensitivity. 

•	 All of us following Christ are called to a ministry of reconciliation and 
restoration. 

God calls us to personal wholeness, transparency, and relational health with 
him, with ourselves, and with others. But he also calls us to be active agents of 
reconciliation with others. Being a believer is not passive!

Consider these scriptural principles: 

•	 Forget having an open personal relationship with God unless you have 
an open relationship with your friends and colleagues. Your prayers may 
go no farther than the ceiling if you’re in a broken relationship. Matthew 
5:21–24, 18:15–17, 2 Corinthians 2:5–11, and 1 Peter 3:7 point to action.

•	 The definition of being a part of the “people of God” is that monitoring 
and acting on relational issues is a central priority. (Colossians 3:12–17)

•	 As a body of believers, reconciliation and restoration of relationships 
through the power of Christ is our mission. (2 Corinthians 5:18–19) 

This brings me to the next aspect of the God design particularly relevant to part-
nership development and effectiveness.

Relationships: Unity and Diversity

“Different isn’t the same as bad,” the sociologist said to his class, “It’s just 
different!”
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respond to a staggering range of the human family: lepers, prostitutes, religious 
leaders, politicians, military personnel, civic authorities, widows, and children. 
The spiritually, physically, and mentally broken and destitute were all welcome at 
his feet. His message was for all. There’s no record of Jesus’ shrinking back from 
anyone who approached him! Whosoever will, may come. What magnificent 
words!

2. God designed diverse ways of communicating his extraordinary message 
of love and redemption. 

•	 People would tell the story to others with completely different styles of 
life and communications (Matthew11:2–19).

•	 Some would be assigned completely different but vital roles by the Holy 
Spirit (1 Corinthians 3:3–11).

•	 Other individuals not only played different roles but also were part of 
a bigger plan that played out over a very different timetable (Hebrews 
2:2–4).

•	 The same good news, while for everyone, needed to be addressed to 
specific audiences in specific ways (Acts 15:1–11). 

3. When the church, the body of Christ, began to emerge, it was another illus-
tration of God’s penchant for parceling out different roles to different people—all 
to the same end! 

•	 Romans 12:3–21 outlines the glory of the diversity of the Holy Spirit’s 
gifts within the church and then circles back to our original theme: In this 
diversity it’s all about unity, relationships, and how we treat each other 
because of Jesus’ power and love.

•	 1 Corinthians 12:12–31 is a wonderful litany of the God design for unity 
and diversity in the church, headed by the Lord Jesus. But, again, it’s all 
a prelude to chapter 13, which is the centerpiece of the New Testament’s 
message on relationships and love!

•	 In Ephesians 4:1–16, the message of unity and diversity in God’s design 
for the church is, again, intertwined with the message of reconciliation, 
love, and transformed relationships! 

We all know that, in one sense, it’s just a lot easier to “do your own thing” and 
not worry about what others are doing, how they are doing it, what our relation-
ships should be, or what impact all this is having on the majority, non-Christian 
community.

night were different. They became the markers of time. The night sky spoke of 
staggering diversity in creation. And Eve, though essential companion to Adam 
and even made of his flesh, was so different from him. She “completed” Adam, 
gave him friendship and human intimacy, and was co-author of the future nations. 
In man’s second generation, Cain and Abel personified diversity: one a hunter, the 
other a tiller of the soil.

Staggering, remarkable diversity came from the hands of the same Creator—a 
creativity and diversity that should stimulate worship and wonder for those who 
acknowledge that Creator!

Now, fast forward from Genesis to the New Testament. Should we be sur-
prised that the pattern of God’s diversity and unity continues?

In partnership development and ongoing operation, we find ourselves 
constantly faced with the tension between our desire for unity in purpose and 
process and our own highly individual desires—and similar desires on the part 
of others. 

Jesus’ remarks, at times seemingly contradictory, point us to this tension, 
which he understood and which we will always experience. 

On familiarity and safe places, he said, “Foxes have holes, and birds have 
nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lie down and rest” (Matthew 8:20 GNT). 
But the same Jesus said: “Do not be worried or upset. . . . There are many rooms 
in my Father’s house, and I am going to prepare a place for you” (John 14:1–2 
GNT). In short, Jesus understood the value of familiarity and “safety,” but he 
also understood there are some times the mission calls us into places of risk and 
discomfort.

In pushing people to declare themselves, Jesus said: “Anyone who is not 
for me is really against me” (Matthew 12:30 GNT). But when Jesus’ disciples 
expressed concern about others not in their group healing in his name, Jesus re-
sponded with the opposite perspective: “Don’t try to stop him . . . because no one 
who performs a miracle in my name will be able soon afterwards to say evil things 
about me. For whoever is not against us is for us” (Mark 9:39–40).

While Jesus called for clear allegiance, his heart and mission were open to the 
most complete diversity of followers.

Consider these three aspects of diversity in unity:

1. Jesus’ readiness to include everyone consistently got him in trouble with 
the religious establishment of the day. He was ready to listen, accept, and seriously 
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5
The God Design—

Spiritual Change
A Process Not an Event

———————————————————————————

Core Idea

! Scripture and life experience make clear that spiri-
tual change occurs over time. Whether it is a single 
individual who turns to Christ or a community that is 

transformed by the power of the gospel, it is a process, 
not just an event. What appear to be “decisions made 
in a moment” are almost always based on preceding 
events and influences. Quick results on tough spiritual 
issues are very rare. The God design almost always 
involves multiple people and multiple forms of commu-
nication over a period of time. Effective partnerships 
help raise awareness of this process, can effectively 
link people committed to a common vision, reveal how 
the different parts fit together, help monitor progress, 
and provide encouragement to everyone along the 
way.

———————————————————————————

If you have come to the place where the challenge is too great to go it alone 
and you’re serious about partnership, taking time to think, pray, and take action 
on relationships is a great place to start.

Share your ideas and response to this chapter, tell your own 
story, or get connected with more partnership resources at the 
book’s website 
www.connectedbook.net
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More on how all this relates to good partnership practice just a bit later. But 
keep this in mind: You are not alone. First, God has a heart for the same people. 
He has already been working in their hearts in various ways—ways you may 
know nothing about. In addition, events are happening every day in the lives of 
these people; they are touched by others and by communications of many kinds. 
You minister to and connect with lives that aren’t static but are moving, like a 
river.1

The people you want to reach and serve are on a journey. The different 
members of a partnership can play many roles, touching lives in your audience 
in different ways—pointing them to Jesus and ultimately seeing their spiritual 
maturity. But to realize the full potential of what God can do, we need a new 
respect for the importance of the roles of others. Realizing that significant change 
may take time and that participation by others has value can bring us balance and 
new hope while never diminishing the urgency of the vision.

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: It was a very up-market apartment in a trendy 
building in a large East Coast city. The reception was crowded with dozens 
engaged in animated conversation over their drinks and hors d’oeuvres. I was 
introduced to a striking woman who, in the course of our conversation, said 
she had recently become a believer. Always interested in how people make 
the journey into the Kingdom, I asked if she would tell me her story.

She had been raised by religiously indifferent parents. But an aunt who was 
a committed Christian, with her parents’ permission, had taken her to Sunday 
school and church regularly throughout elementary and junior high school. A 
memorable part of those Sunday outings was lunch or ice cream after church, 
she recalled. The aunt reminded her niece that she prayed for her every day. In 
time, the aunt moved away. But she wrote her niece and kept up the prayers.

Eventually the young woman went to university, obtained an advanced de-
gree, and moved up rapidly in her field. Along the way, she married, but the 
marriage ended in divorce. In addition, she was having problems on the job. 
In short, what had been the good life was looking bleak. 

“One night in my apartment by myself, I was sitting with a drink in my hand, 
surfing the television channels. Suddenly I came across Billy Graham preach-
ing at some crusade. I’m not sure why, but I continued to watch. At the end, he 
looked right at the camera and asked viewers to follow him in saying a prayer 

Let me say it straight out. The main points of this and the following chapter 
contrast sharply with much of traditional Western Christian teaching and practice 
on strategies for witness and service. When I have shared these ideas there is 
frequently agreement. Some people even have real “aha” moments of new under-
standing, and in many cases there is enthusiasm and a sense of encouragement. 
But the issues discussed in the next few pages are among the many points on 
which we’ve allowed our culture to thoroughly influence our assumptions about 
the gospel and how it is to be lived and presented. 

The Western cultural perspective of individualism and quick results power-
fully affects our view of Scripture itself, how individuals come to Christ, how 
discipleship occurs, and how effective strategies of evangelism and service are 
carried out. Effective partnerships challenge all that.

But let’s allow Jesus to open the discussion.

You have a saying, “Four more months and then the harvest.” 
But I tell you, take a good look at the fields; the crops are now 
ripe and ready to be harvested! The one who reaps the harvest 
is being paid and gathers the crops for eternal life; so the one 
who plants and the one who reaps will be glad together. For 
the saying is true, “Someone plants, someone else reaps.” I 
have sent you to reap a harvest in a field where you did not 
work; others worked there, and you profited from their work. 
(John 4:35–38 GNT)

This well-known passage is a kind of parenthetical exchange between Jesus 
and the disciples during the encounter with the Samaritan woman. The first verse 
or two are often used to inspire us to consider the readiness of hearts all around 
us and the urgency to share the good news. While urgency and motivation are 
critical, notice how the “now” of the early part of the passage is uniquely balanced 
with a process-oriented, big picture, longer-term emphasis in the remainder of the 
passage. 

What kind of Kingdom vision is God putting on your heart? Is it the people 
of your neighborhood, or a vision for the poor and homeless of your city? Maybe 
it’s a desire to take the good news to refugees settling in your area. Or you may 
sense a burning concern for a little-known “unreached people group” somewhere 
in Asia. 

Joining hands in a strategic partnership with others is the best means for 
realizing the vision and addressing the all-important spiritual process. 
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the spiritual outcomes we’re praying and working for in others. 

•	 Second, recognize that each person has a role that, when faithfully played, 
will be used by God. 

•	 Third, consider the blessing when we acknowledge the Lord of the 
harvest actually links those who “sow” and those who “reap” for his 
glory—each playing a vital role. 

A further look at God’s communication can be helpful as we work in partner-
ships. Consider how his communication for spiritual change in individuals and in 
communities has been and continues to be a process. Understanding this part of 
the God design is vital but often misunderstood. Clarifying this helps us see the 
value of effective partnerships—how they can empower God’s people working 
together to deal with an otherwise seemingly impossible Kingdom vision.

Early passages in the New Testament book of Hebrews sum up the history of 
God’s communication with man. They suggest that, through history, many times, 
in many ways, and with ever-greater specificity, God communicated to us—con-
cluding with Jesus and the coming of the Holy Spirit. 

The sequence of events started very early. God communicated directly with 
Adam and Eve. Those communications, before sin, were open, clear, and full of 
trust and hope. Man’s sin clouded communication with God, resulting in the saga 
of Noah, the flood, the tower of Babel and, eventually, as the redemption story 
began to unfold, the call of Abram out of Mesopotamia. With Abram’s faith, a 
remarkable journey began, in which he would become Abraham and the father of 
a great nation, whose people would be in number “like the stars in the night sky.” 
The journey led to Canaan, to Egypt, to the wilderness, back to Canaan, through 
priests, Kings, and prophets. 

Finally the journey led to the coming of the magnificent promised Lamb of 
God, the Messiah, Jesus Christ. Here’s the passage from Hebrews:

In the past, God spoke to our ancestors many times and in 
many ways through the prophets, but in these last days he has 
spoken to us through his Son. He is the one through whom 
God created the universe, the one whom God has chosen to 
posses all things at the end.

The message given to our ancestors by the angels was shown 
to be true, and those who did not follow it or obey it received 
the punishment they deserved. How, then, shall we escape 

to accept Jesus as savior. He said, ‘If you’re hopeless, Jesus can change your 
life and give you hope.’” 

“Well,” she said, “I prayed the prayer and, in short, my life has been changed. 
Not some magic thing. Just the realization that I was set free, forgiven for my 
sins and failures, and given hope.”

There had been hundreds of conversations between the aunt and her niece, 
hundreds of prayers by the aunt, and all those Sunday school and church 
visits followed by lunch or ice cream. There had been all the ongoing letters 
of support and prayer. Here is the question: Who was the evangelist? Billy 
Graham, who never met the woman? Or the faithful aunt? 

—————————————————————————————————

Many lessons can be learned from such stories. You probably know of or 
have experienced similar stories yourself. How about your own spiritual journey? 
Sometimes the journey involves dozens of influences we can actually remember: 
people, books, movies, and circumstances. Whatever your journey, it probably 
reflects the input of many who have been part of bringing you to where you are 
today.

A Key Partnership Principle:


	Significant spiritual change occurs over time. It usually: 

•	Involves more than one person and more than one form of 
communication.

•	 Acknowledges that different people in our audience are at different stages 
in the spiritual process.

•	 Allows strategic partnerships to put all available Kingdom resources to 
work, since different forms of service and witness are appropriate for 
different members of the audience.

•	 Means that individuals touched by a ministry at one point on their spiri-
tual journey can be consciously linked or referred on to another because 
the partnership empowers this kind of coordination and effectiveness. 

Jesus’ incisive interaction with his disciples in John 4 by the well in Samaria, 
quoted at the opening of the chapter, serves us well here.

•	 First, we need to respect the fact that others are or have been involved in 
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I will pour out my Spirit in those days,  
and they will proclaim my message. 
I will perform miracles in the sky above, 
And wonders on the earth below. 
(Acts 2:17–19a GNT)

By now, you are likely asking yourself, “What in the world does this have to 
do with partnership? This is old history. Jesus has come. The Holy Spirit is with 
us today. What difference does this make in the everyday strategy of working with 
others in partnership to touch people’s lives with Jesus’ power and love?”

Go with me just a bit further. I think it will become evident how all this ties 
together. As it does, I think you’ll be as excited about the God design as I and 
others involved in the partnership movement have become. 

For a long time, the church has accepted that God communicates in many ways 
and, through these communications, gives individuals an opportunity to respond.

In Romans 1, the Apostle Paul suggests that God is always communicat-
ing—always drawing us to himself. Only our sin blinds us, confuses our minds, 
and hardens our hearts. Romans states that no one has an excuse because if eyes 
are open and hearts receptive God can be known. It is a stunning statement. 

Ever since God created the world, his invisible qualities, both 
his eternal power and his divine nature, have been clearly 
seen; they are perceived in the things that God has made. So 
those people have no excuse at all! (Romans 1:20 GNT)

Theologians call it general revelation. Simply put, God’s eternal and invisible 
character can be “decoded” through his visible creation! Or, said in reverse, God’s 
visible and transient (according to Revelation) creation is a giant decoding system 
for man to see and come to understand God’s eternal and invisible character. 
Heady stuff!2

But in his grace, God does not rely on just such general revelation. He 
does not even rely on the remarkable kaleidoscopic array of Old Testament 
witness. 

Always gracious, always taking the initiative in redemption, God makes the 
ultimate sacrifice to demonstrate his love. He sends his own son. He sends a 
messenger that looks like us, is tempted like us, eats and sleeps like us, and, yet, 
is transcendent. Then God complements creation and the magnificent work of 
Christ by giving us further resources through the ongoing presence of the Holy 

if we pay no attention to such a great salvation? The Lord 
himself first announced this salvation, and those who heard 
him proved to us that it is true. At the same time God added 
his witness to theirs by performing all kinds of miracles and 
wonders and by distributing the gifts of the Holy Spirit ac-
cording to his will. (Hebrews 1:1–2, 2:2–4 GNT)

One could imagine that the God who is capable of all things could have cho-
sen at some point in early history to greatly simplify and shorten the process of 
revelation and redemption. Following man’s catastrophic decisions in Eden, and 
to break through the sin and mess man had made, God could have stepped in and 
“solved the problem” in pretty short order. But he didn’t.

While the history of man’s journey played out, God’s communication was 
always true. It became increasingly diverse, increasingly specific, increasingly 
complete, and increasingly personal. But, while made up of many parts, it was a 
process, not a single event. In the great saga of Jesus, God finally came looking 
like us. Jesus said that he didn’t come to set anything aside but rather to fulfill 
the Old Testament. Yet here he was, right in front of us! God himself! It was 
absolutely perfect, complete communication.

But even with Jesus’ death and resurrection, there were still more chapters 
ahead in the process of God’s revelation, communication with us, and provision 
for our spiritual journey.

The dramatic fulfillment of Jesus’ promise to the disciples about the com-
ing “helper,” the Holy Spirit, was played out in Acts 2—the famous scenes of 
Pentecost. Standing before the huge crowd, now pretty shaken and confused with 
the amazing events that were underway, Peter put matters in perspective when 
he said that they should not be fearful or confused but, instead, joyful. These 
developments were something God had planned in His salvation communication 
strategy all along. In making his point, Peter quoted the famous passage from the 
prophet Joel:

This is what I will do in the last days, God says:  
I will pour out my Spirit on everyone. 
Your sons and daughters will proclaim 
my message; 
your young men will see visions, 
and your old men will have dreams. 
Yes, even on my servants, both men and women, 
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their lives to him! Individualism means you go it alone, ignoring or minimizing 
the value of others and the creative roles they could play. Desire for quick results 
means we make unreasonable demands on people and the decisions involved in 
their journey from darkness to light.

Why is it important to understand that real, lasting spiritual change is almost 
always a process, not just an event? Because life is a journey. Our savior, Jesus, 
“even though he was God’s Son . . . learned through his sufferings to be obedient.” 
(Hebrews 5:8 GNT, emphasis added) On that journey, partnerships help God’s 
people work together, celebrate each other’s roles, and witness to Jesus’ ability to 
make us truly human—in relationship.

Bruce Barton, one of America’s advertising copy writing legends and a 
founder of the ad agency Batten, Barton, Durstin, and Osborne, wrote a book, 
now out of print, titled, The Man Nobody Knows. It was Barton’s effort to look, 
as a layman, at Jesus’ communications through the eyes of a modern, professional 
communications specialist. Here is my paraphrase of a simple but powerful il-
lustration from Barton:

How do you get on a moving train? Do you approach it from right angles? At 
best you’ll be embarrassed. At worst you’ll be injured. No, the only way to 
get on a moving train is to come alongside, approximate the speed of the train 
and, then, all you have to do is step on.3

Barton’s point is powerful and simple. In our effort to share Christ, we often: 

•	 Ignore the fact that the train is already moving.

•	 Appear to care less what direction it’s taking.

•	 In effect, ask the individual we’re hoping to influence “to get off the 
train” so we can talk on our familiar turf, in terms familiar to us. 

Of course “today is the day of salvation.” Of course the message is urgent. 
Of course it is vital that we urge people to make a decision to turn from their old 
ways and to a new life in Christ.

In a metaphor that is foreign to city folks today but was clearly understood 
in New Testament times, Jesus introduced the imagery of the farm worker, the 
planter, in Matthew 13. It is a parable about the process of planting seeds and the 
types of “ground” (hearts) the seed falls on. But in the passage about the harvest 
at the beginning of this chapter, John 4:34–38, Jesus turned the metaphor into 
a means for understanding our strategic roles in working together—under his 

Spirit. And, finally, empowered by all this, Jesus sends us, in his power, as his 
representatives, out into the world (Matthew 28:19–20). Now we both carry the 
message and are the message! As the Apostle Paul describes:

All this is done by God, who through Christ changed us from 
enemies into his friends and gave us the task of making others 
his friends also. (2 Corinthians 5:18 GNT)

So where does this get us? And how does all this relate to effective strategic 
partnerships? Here’s a kind of recap of the thoughts to help us focus: 

•	 God may “reveal” himself to us in a memorable event or moment. He’s 
done it millions of times. He will do it today with many. But God’s typi-
cal pattern is to communicate with us over time, giving us many ways to 
hear, learn, and respond.

•	 God uses many forms of communication to help us see, hear, and 
understand. He’s a multi-media communicator! Think of rainbows in the 
sky, burning bushes, talking donkeys, still small voices, plagues, pillars of 
fire and cloud, miracles, voices from heaven, prophets, and the Scriptures 
themselves. His creativity is extraordinary!

•	 God has given his church today a remarkable diversity of voices, gifts, 
and ways to communicate his power and love.

•	 When praying for God’s work in a community, a city, an ethnic group, 
or on an overseas mission field, durable partnerships, operating over 
time, can help coordinate and make the many channels of God’s com-
munication far more effective than if we all just “do our own thing.” 

Let’s be honest. Particularly in the West, we want simple solutions and quick 
results. Even in our personal financial planning, professionals are always urging 
us to resist trying to get rich quick. Rather, we’re encouraged to take the longer-
term view, to “buy and hold.” Not surprisingly, the desire for immediate results 
pervades every nook and cranny of our thinking. Its functional influence on our 
view of redemption is powerful, whether we’re praying for an individual life, 
restoration of a great city, or freedom through the good news for a Satan-bound 
unreached people group. We want the results now.

The combination of our desire for quick results and the Western tendency to-
ward individualism has created frustration, ineffective strategies, and unrealistic 
expectations. As a result, millions have yet to even hear of Jesus, much less give 
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Of course, God’s general revelation, referred to earlier in this chapter 
(Romans 1:19–20), continues throughout all this—if the person has eyes to see 
and a heart to understand. All efforts we make to share the love and nature of 
Christ should take advantage of or build on the powerful, self-evident revela-
tions God makes of himself every day he faithfully keeps the sun coming up 
over the horizon! 

By the way, the church usually prefers to invest her resources in activities deal-
ing with the middle to upper half of the diagram. Why? Because that’s where 

1) you can see the “results” and 

2) existing Christians can grow in Christ, have fellowship, and “enjoy” the 
blessings of the Christian family. 

The bottom half of the diagram is where the going is tough, often with little 
visible results.

In the next chapter, we look at other diagrams that help unpack this idea of 
spiritual change as a process. They also illustrate how effective partnerships are 
ideally suited to empower this kind of process, realizing the greatest impact in the 
shortest period of time.

But one more look at the New Testament’s agricultural metaphor:

From the parable of the planter and Jesus’ use of the metaphor with the dis-
ciples in John 4, the Apostle Paul takes the image a step further. In the church at 
Corinth, he was faced with factions who favored one preacher or teacher over 
another. Here was Paul’s response:

When one of you says, “I follow Paul,” and another, “I follow 
Apollos”—aren’t you acting like worldly people? After all, 
who is Apollos? And who is Paul? We are simply God’s 
servants, by whom you were led to believe. Each one does 
the work which the Lord gave him to do: I planted the seed, 
Apollos watered the plant, but it was God who made the plant 
grow. The one who plants and the one who waters really do 
not matter. It is God who matters, because he makes the plant 
grow. There is no difference between the one who plants and 
the one who waters; God will reward each according to the 
work each has done. For we are partners working together for 
God, and you are God’s field. (1 Corinthians 3:4–9 GNT)

Tough words. But from this passage we see several things. 

direction. In it he summarized how he and the Holy Spirit work in individual 
lives: some plant, some water, and some reap. Each one is doing God’s work. 
Each is important. And, standing around his throne someday, they will rejoice 
together!

Jesus outlined the principles of spiritual change; then others elaborated on 
them in other sections of Scripture—particularly the apostle Paul. The diagram 
below helps graphically illustrate the process of spiritual change that is suggested 
in the passages we are examining. 

At the bottom of the diagram are the early stages—the stone clearing and the 
planting. Further up is the watering. Still further up are the reaping and disciple-
ship stages. Some may complain that the diagram is far too simplistic. I contend 
that, while the journey may be complex and extend over a great period of time 
for some, in any audience we are seeking to influence with the love and power of 
Christ, these key elements are always present. Subsets may be proposed, further 
refinement of the elements can be added, but, in the end, being aware of and 
strategically taking these basic elements into consideration is a major challenge 
and a discipline all too often ignored.

Effective partnerships link everyone in the process—each of us using our 
gifts, being faithful, and celebrating the joy of being part of God’s plan.
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leaders only wanted our money and a share of our crops. You Christians have 
brought us the most important thing we’ve ever needed—water.” 

But when the Christian leader of this project was interviewed, he said, “Some 
in my own organization kept asking, ‘Where is the evangelism in your proj-
ect?’” He went on to say, “I thought I was doing evangelism all along!” 

Just about the time the well drilling project was complete, a partnership of 
over a dozen international and local Christian ministries was born for this tribal 
group. Today, seven or eight years after the launch of this partnership, an 
international prayer initiative supports the partnership; the Jesus Film is com-
plete and in wide circulation; the New Testament is finished and has been 
published; literature production is being coordinated; literacy is being taught, 
empowering education and Scripture reading; local-language radio programs 
are on the air; and clinics are meeting physical needs. 

A decade after the well drilling began, the partnership is helping coordinate 
a wide range of Christian service and witness. In a wonderful turn of events, 
long-term Christian missionaries are moving into those same villages to live 
there and provide vital educational and agricultural services and witness in 
the name of Christ. The credibility given to the gospel by the wells opened 
doors. More of these tribal people are turning to Christ, and a small church 
is beginning to develop.

—————————————————————————————————

Looking back, it is now clear that the faithful, often lonely, work of drilling 
wells in extreme heat and hardship not only gave these people water to live each 
day, but was a God step on the journey to opening their hearts to the eternal, living 
water of his life. 

These people are turning to Christ as a result of a process through which 
God revealed his love through many—over time. And all in the partnership, 
those praying around the world, those supporting from home, and those working 
in the field, look forward to rejoicing together when, in faith, together with the 
majority of this tribe, they will all stand around Jesus’ throne singing praises to 
the Lamb! 

Take a moment and think about your own vision. Even though the circum-
stances may be sharply different, do elements of this story parallel your own 
situation? All Kingdom visions involve trying to encourage spiritual change, a 

The mother who prays for her children as she washes dishes, the godly teacher 
who acts and speaks like Christ in the classroom, and the individual who “calls for 
the decision,” whether over a cup of coffee or from a platform in a stadium, are 
all important. Everyone is part of God’s plan of evangelization and salvation. All 
should be celebrated and encouraged in faithfully carrying out their God-given 
roles. And—great news—all will rejoice together in the harvest!

Particularly striking and reassuring is that remarkable line, “There is no dif-
ference between the one who plants and the one who waters; God will reward 
each according to the work each has done.” (3:8 GNT)

So we see that the real issue is faithfulness. Are we doing everything we can, 
in the power of God’s Spirit, to put our assets, our gifts to best use in his work in 
helping others come to know him or grow in him?

We know from passages like Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 12, and Ephesians 
4 that the Holy Spirit has distributed a wondrous range of gifts among God’s 
people. The apostle Paul described Apollos, himself, and God as partners—using 
the gifts the Holy Spirit had given them to see Christ released to the fullest in the 
life of each Corinthian believer.

Effective partnerships of God’s people, whether in your neighborhood or in 
some technically complex international radio and television strategy, empower 
us to join hands, acknowledge each other’s roles, plan for the sowing, watering, 
reaping, and discipling, and actively monitor how well the different elements are 
working together.

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: For hundreds of years the tribal group had 
been Islamic. For nearly a hundred of those years, pioneer missionaries had 
faithfully shared the good news. Yet only a scattered handful had believed. 
While working in the country, a Christian organization agreed with the gov-
ernment to help drill vitally needed wells in the villages, many remote, of this 
tradition-rich tribe. On the edge of the desert, water was critical. Throughout 
their history, these people had had to hand carry water, often polluted, for 
hours each day. This water, from rivers or other secondary sources, kept them 
alive.

It was a huge, challenging project. But when it was complete, wells were oper-
ating in hundreds of villages. Village leaders testified, “The traditional Muslim 
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spiritual journey. Your vision or project is no different. What can you learn and 
apply from this story?

Spiritual change is a process. Frequently, different people with different gifts, 
often at different times, are involved in that process. It’s the God design. Effective 
partnerships integrate the pieces to address the whole challenge. They acknowl-
edge the different places members of the audience may be at in their spiritual 
journey, help identify the different gifts available, work out ways the elements 
can be linked together, encourage everyone to be part of monitoring progress, and 
share good news of spiritual progress.

As we conclude this chapter, a final, critically important note needs to be 
sounded.

No amount of brilliant planning, strategy, or coordinated, partnership-based 
execution is sufficient in itself. Healthy, effective partnerships take great energy, 
commitment, quality work, and tenacity. But hundreds of times I’ve had to remind 
myself and my colleagues that that kind of effort isn’t enough. 

“Without prayer and the work of the Holy Spirit, all such efforts can crumble 
between our fingers or be nothing more than ‘a noisy gong or a clanging bell’” 
(1 Corinthians 13:1 GNT).

When faced with the greatest challenges, Jesus spent long nights in prayer. 
He spoke and acted only as he heard the Father speak and saw the Father act (John 
5:17–47). Jesus reminded his disciples, when they tried and failed to represent 
him, that the greatest challenges can only be addressed by prayer and fasting 
(Matthew 17:14–21). 

We must employ the highest level of discipline, make the most cogent case, 
show the greatest compassion, and develop and carry out the most durable, ef-
fective partnership strategy. But spiritual change that brings an individual from 
darkness into light and washes away sin is solely the domain of the Holy Spirit. 
Anything else is short-term manipulation, not spiritual transformation.

It was not because of any good deeds that we ourselves had 
done, but because of his own mercy that he saved us, through 
the Holy Spirit, who gives us new birth and new life by 
washing us. God poured out the Holy Spirit abundantly on us 
through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that by his grace we might 
be put right with God and come into possession of the eternal 
life we hope for. This is a true saying. (Titus 3:5–8a GNT)

Our partnerships will only have lasting, eternal significance as they are rooted 
in prayer and an awareness that our planning and work can, ultimately, only be 
empowered by the Holy Spirit’s work—in our lives and the lives of those we seek 
to reach and serve.

Share your ideas and response to this chapter, tell your own 
story, or get connected with more partnership resources at the 
book’s website 
www.connectedbook.net
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6
The God Design—

Understanding  
Life-Change Decisions

———————————————————————————

Core Idea

! We’ve seen that spiritual change is a journey, not an 
event. Life-changing spiritual decisions may appear 
to occur in a moment, but they are usually com-

posed of a variety of elements that are also related and 
call for God’s people to work together. Partnerships can 
help link people at various stages of the journey. Any 
audience we are seeking to reach or serve for Christ is 
made up of certain predictable elements. The journey 
an individual member of the audience takes toward 
Christ is similarly made up of predictable elements. 
Understanding these elements, widely documented in 
Scripture, can transform the effectiveness of a strategic 
partnership. 

———————————————————————————

In the previous chapter we looked at the idea that God’s communication, in 
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conviction, frequently these people have the most invested in their current 
way of living or thinking. Often they appear to have the most to lose if 
change occurs. They may lose power, prestige, security, or privileges. 
Realize, too, that frequently these individuals mask their real attitudes 
and respond with patronizing, false messages of affirmation. Think of the 
Pharisees and Jewish leaders of Jesus’ time. 

•	 The indifferent. They are likely the majority of the audience. Along with 
others in their group, they simply “go along” with the belief or lifestyle 
because they, their family, or their peer group always has. Maybe life 
hasn’t been very easy or all they wanted. Some may say it hasn’t been 
all that bad. But in any case, they don’t see any need to “rock the boat.” 
Besides, the possibilities of real change are remote. Who wants to take the 
chance of trying to change? They already know how the system works, 
and though they may complain about things, they have little motivation 
to risk change. Think of those who heard Jesus in the synagogues, by 
the seashore, or on the hillside. People may have found him interesting, 
possibly fascinating, in some cases even compelling. But with no sense 
of urgency, they never took that step of faith to follow him—into a new 
world.

•	 Seekers. These are individuals, possibly small groups within the larger 
group, who are dissatisfied. The lifestyle, the beliefs, the “system” of 
living and thinking that surrounds them has not met their needs. Those 
may be physical, emotional, or psychological needs or other real, power-
ful motivators. Frequently these people have the least to risk if they try 
something new. Often their perceived need gives a sense of urgency to 
their search. In short, they are ready, if not eager, to hear about alterna-
tives. In the best of cases, they are actively looking for change. Think of 
Nicodemus, the Syrophoenecian woman, the leper in Mark 1, the thief on 
the cross who believed, and a couple of dozen others like them in the four 
Gospels. 

•	 Believers. Of course, there are individuals who, possibly even secretly, 
have already made a decision to follow the new pattern of thinking or 
living. In some cases they have declared their decision and have already 
moved on to associate with a group of people who hold the same new 
beliefs or who are living a different lifestyle. Think of the twelve, the 
seventy, those who made up the new church in Jerusalem, Antioch, and, 
eventually, around the rim of the Mediterranean. 

history and in individual lives, is a process, not an event. While a person may 
acknowledge Christ in a defining, watershed “aha” moment, getting to that point 
is always a process, whether the person or an observer is aware of it or not. And, 
most certainly, that person’s future growth in Christ-likeness will also be an un-
relenting process.

Using Jesus’ agricultural metaphors from Matthew 13 and John 4, here is the 
diagram we introduced in the last chapter.

To help us further understand why working together in partnership is im-
portant, let’s add another dimension to this diagram. This dimension is clear in 
Scripture, critical to our understanding of the spiritual change process, and central 
to effective partnerships.

Take a random sample of the audience you are seeking to reach or serve for 
Christ. Whether it is a student group in the colleges and universities of your area 
or a remote tribal group, the change you have in mind almost certainly involves 
a journey or process in the thinking of the audience. The work and prayer you 
and your colleagues undertake is targeted at helping the audience move from one 
attitude, lifestyle, belief, or action to another. 

If you check audience attitudes toward the basic ideas you are proposing, you 
will almost always find three broad categories of response:

•	 The resistant or antagonistic. They are the ones who most oppose your 
ideas. While a person’s negative position may be born out of genuine 
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•	 Linking the work of different people or diverse ministries together to 
address these segments of the audience not only makes sense, it greatly 
expands our ministry capacity.

•	 The big vision or long-range objective(s) of the partnership can be kept 
clearly in mind while addressing and seeing breakthroughs on vital, 
intermediate steps. 

You and your partnership colleagues: 

•	 May be trying to bring Kingdom-valued reform to prisons and the lives of 
ex-offenders.

•	 May have a vision for providing Kingdom-minded tutors for every scho-
lastically challenged child in your school district.

•	 May have a vision for coordinating all the evangelism and discipleship 
literature being produced for a major international language group with 
only a few believers.

Think about it. In every one of these cases you will encounter antagonistic, 
resistant people, many who are indifferent, some who are actively looking for 
change, and some who may already be convinced. With some you may need to 
do real stone clearing. With others you’ll need to plant or water the ideas. Others 
may be ready for reaping. There may be some who really need to be discipled or 
encouraged. Keeping these factors in mind as a partnership will play a big part 
in realizing your vision and generating a sense of accomplishment among your 
partners!

From your own experience, keep in mind something else you already intui-
tively know: Circumstances in people’s lives are not static—changes are occurring 
constantly. Sometimes the changes are minor, sometimes catastrophic!

•	 Despite intense need, some people may never open their hearts to change.

•	 Some individuals make the spiritual journey slowly, coming to faith 
or commitment to the new belief or lifestyle only after years of 
consideration.

•	 It is also possible that circumstances may move an individual from being 
an antagonist to a seeker “overnight”—or at least in a very short period of 
time. 

Now, let’s take the same earlier diagram and see how these four categories of 
people usually align with the spiritual process.

No surprises, right? It is just as you expected. With the antagonists and the 
resistant, you have to patiently “clear the stones” out of the field. With the indif-
ferent, you have to patiently “plant” and “water.” With the seekers, there is the 
opportunity to “reap” the harvest—help them make the decision for change. With 
the believers, there’s the joyful possibility of helping them grow in their new 
Christ-based life of faith.

A Key Partnership Principle:


	At any point in time, different people in the audience are at different 
stages in their spiritual life-change journey. Often effective partner-
ships are addressing more than one segment of the audience at the 
same time. As a result:

•	 We need to focus some part of our strategy on antagonists and the resis-
tant while at the same time making provision to challenge the seekers to 
action and disciple those who have become believers.

•	 We begin to see more clearly that everyone’s role in the partnership is 
important.
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—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: In a West Coast city, a partnership involved 
a commercial radio station, a book club designed for seekers, a network of 
lay Christian counselors, a group of local churches, and hundreds of ordi-
nary believers in the region who were committed to an innovative approach to 
evangelism. Their objective? See adult members of the community, primarily 
in the 25–45-year-old age range, come to know Christ and get integrated into 
local fellowships. 

The partnership saw the radio station and the individual believers as working 
together to do “stone clearing, planting, and watering.” The book club was 
designed to facilitate “watering” with the “indifferent” and “seekers.” It offered 
listeners attractive paperback books on current topics with more information 
about Jesus, allowing them to think and consider matters further as they read 
at their leisure.

The counseling service was designed to be available to seekers who knew 
they had issues and wanted to talk. Though there was never any pressure, 
callers to the counseling service knew they were going to hear about God 
and how he could make a difference in their lives. After the initial call, they 
had the option of continuing to make contact by phone or meeting with a 
counselor in person. It was frequently in these phone calls or personal coun-
seling sessions that “reaping” occurred.

The local churches were seeker friendly and ready to welcome and help indi-
viduals who emerged through the various other communications channels of 
the partnership.

By the way, the radio station was no ordinary Christian station. It offered adult, 
middle-of-the-road pop music combined with news and sports. It was a com-
mercial station supported by advertising. There were no traditional Christian 
programs or explicitly Christian music. But every hour the station carried short, 
ten- to thirty-second “God spots” that talked about life, personal challenges, 
and how Jesus can make a difference. About every three to four hours, one of 
these “God spots” was replaced with a commercial for the counseling service, 
which was called “People Who Care.” 

Late one night a man called the counseling service. His first words were, “My 
best friend, a stock broker, died today of a brain hemorrhage. He was only 34. 
What does God have to say about that?” 

Partnership Case Study: Apply the Principles

Let’s say you and some others have been working on a vision to serve and 
reach “at-risk” kids in your community. Some are runaways, some are living on 
the streets, some are into the drug culture, many are in tough home circumstances, 
some are in gangs, some in trouble with the police and other authorities, and some 
just aren’t making it in school.

You face a real challenge. You have to try to connect and build confidence 
not only with the kids, but with other groups who are involved: the police, 
school authorities, parents, community youth agencies, local churches, and 
the list goes on. These people are gatekeepers, rule setters, authority figures, 
resource providers, and, in some cases, strong turf defenders! In a later chap-
ter we discuss in detail and make practical suggestions about how to iden-
tify, communicate with, and bring these other groups along as allies—even 
resources.

But for a moment, think just about the kids themselves. Think about the two 
diagrams above. You know that when you look at all the kids, some are hard, 
resistant, and possibly even antagonistic. Many are just going along. Indifferent. 
Yet, there are some who know they’re in trouble, know they’ve got problems, and, 
in a trusting relationship, would welcome help.

You and the others interested in these kids realize that no single ministry, 
church, agency, much less a lone individual can take on the challenge. It’s too 
complicated, too big, calls for too many resources, and requires too much staying 
power. There’s only one answer: form a durable partnership that looks at the whole 
problem and tries to mobilize all available Kingdom resources in the community. 
In chapter 10, “On The Way: Exploration,” you’ll see that in the early stages you 
don’t have to address all the issues or have everyone involved. In those early 
stages, limited, high-value, achievable objectives are vital!

As you think about the kids and possible strategies to serve and reach them 
with Christ’s love, the diagrams in this chapter may help you analyze the situa-
tion, think creatively, and prayerfully set near- to medium-term objectives that 
will really make a difference.

Again, keep in mind: Your partnership doesn’t have to try to reach all of 
the kids initially. Even if you break the challenge down by age, geography, or 
some other key factor, consider that you may want to focus on “antagonists” or, 
possibly, “seekers.” As you learn to work together, gain experience, and begin 
to see progress, you will naturally begin to see new or additional areas for the 
partnership to serve.
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Caution: Any time you try to describe a human journey of the heart, mind, and 
spirit with a diagram, you are immediately on questionable ground! The categories 
are not the same for all; the transitions between at least some of the stages in the 
journey are frequently imperceptible—even to the one on the journey. By their na-
ture, diagrams are cold, impersonal, and seemingly formulaic. The issues, feelings, 
and other powerful forces at work in a person’s life on such a journey are anything 
but cold and formulaic! Throughout this book I use diagrams only to clarify the 
elements of a particular subject. This may help us pray and work together more sen-
sitively and effectively. Having raised this caution, fifty years of field experience, 
a lifetime of studying “The Book,” and consistent interaction with others on the 
journey verify that the main point being made here is absolutely valid and should be 
taken into active consideration as partnerships work together.

Let me briefly elaborate on each one of these stages in the journey. As you 
work through these, refer back to the diagram and think about your own life or the 
lives of some of the individuals your partnership is seeking to reach and serve. 

1. Information: To make any important decision you must have some data on 
which to base your decision. Even leaps of faith are made in reference to what the 
individual already knows, has experienced, or thinks is true.

2. Reflection: Before making a decision, an individual thinks about or reflects 
on the data he or she already has that is relevant to the decision at hand. This 

It turns out that the caller, a young, successful banker, had been listening 
to the radio station for over a year. He reported hearing the “God spots” but 
never having really thought much about them. Yes, he had requested one 
of the books offered by the book club—one on a famous athlete who was 
a believer and who told his story in a best-selling paperback. But until his 
friend died that day, life had seemed pretty good. Everything was status 
quo. 

Later, in personal counseling, the man made a commitment to Christ and got 
into a local church, where he began to grow spiritually.

In the meantime, the radio station and the ordinary believers in the community 
who were committed to the initiative continued to plant and water with people 
on the moving train of their lives. 

—————————————————————————————————

We will come back to these themes again and again throughout the book. But, 
finally, another diagram may help us see that spiritual change is a process. 

The components shown in this diagram are almost always part of the deci-
sion-making process whenever an individual makes a significant life change. And 
every effective partnership strategy acknowledges and takes these stages into 
consideration.

Stages of Life Change Decisions

1. Information

2. Reflection

3. Reinforcement

4. Motivation

5. Conviction

6. Decision

7. Action 

8. Recommitment1

I unpack the meaning of these steps in more detail in the next pages. 

The diagram on the opposite page helps illustrate how each element leads 
into the next, particularly as a person makes key, life-changing decisions. 
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may or may not be consciously aware of the stage-by-stage nature of the journey. 
For those of us seeking guidance through communication, prayer, service, or 
other means, it will take great Spirit-directed sensitivity to be aware of what’s 
happening in our audience. 

All this brings us to the helpful reminder: In eternal, Kingdom-oriented 
decision making, we may be given the opportunity to play a significant part in 
a person’s progress along this journey. But in the end, it is the work of the Holy 
Spirit that brings real value to our efforts, touches the inner heart, and changes 
lives. Anything else would find us squarely in a program of propaganda and 
manipulation.

Look back at the diagram on the process of evangelism earlier in the chapter. 
For individuals to move from antagonism or resistance to being active seekers 
open to taking action, they will, eventually, go through the first seven of these 
steps: Information to Action.

So, how is this relevant to your partnership? I’m certainly not suggesting 
you can know where everyone in your audience is in terms of spiritual change 
and decision making. Only God knows that. But we can use these tools to help 
us think and pray more effectively about reaching and serving our audience; help 
us identify various elements of our audience—their attitudes to change and po-
tential for spiritual decision making; help us ask what may be the most effective 
strategy in communicating with them; help us identify which of our partnership’s 
resources are best suited to communicating or serving people at different points in 
the process; and help us coordinate our efforts—acknowledging and celebrating 
the different roles different partners can play.

Finally, three brief stories from the Gospels illustrate that the people in your 
audience are on a journey, and their decisions are influenced by many factors. 

Nicodemus (John 3:1–21, 7:50–53, 19:38–42)
Though best known for his nighttime encounter with Jesus in John 3, Nicodemus’ 

story is a classic illustration of the spiritual journey we have been considering. 

When we meet him in John 3, he is clearly not antagonistic or indifferent; 
he’s actively seeking truth. But it is equally clear that his fear of his peer group, 
the Jewish religious establishment, requires his contact with Jesus to take place 
under the cover of darkness. Jesus challenges him on all the information he has 
as a Jewish religious leader, suggesting that it will take something other than his 
current understanding to enter the Kingdom. 

The question remains: “Is Nicodemus really open to change? Is he ready to 

reflection takes into consideration what we know, what we have experienced and, 
frequently, who we know and the potential relational implications.

3. Reinforcement: You may hear an outrageous story on the radio one morn-
ing and not believe it. But if later you also read the same story in the newspaper 
and then have a person you trust relate the same news to you personally, you begin 
to take the story more seriously. Three independent sources sharing basically the 
same story make it more believable. Friends may play an important role. A peer 
group can be particularly influential.

Note that the diagram suggests an individual may cycle through the informa-
tion, reflection, and reinforcement stages repeatedly, possibly over many years, 
before motivation (sense of need) and conviction move them to action.

4. Motivation: Without motivation, individuals remain, at best, indifferent to 
change—to God’s message. But with the right motivation, they can move to an 
active seeking mode. A sense of personal need moves people to consider actually 
making a change. Building on the information and experience they have to date, 
conviction of the Spirit, physical need, family problems, employment crisis, or 
other personal needs finally bring them up short. 

5. Conviction: An individual comes to believe (have enough faith) that the 
proposed change will actually make a difference. Without conviction, motivation 
will never become action.

6. Decision: Having the information, the motivation, and the conviction, it is 
time to move—to actually act. Take the risk, the leap of faith. Conscious consid-
eration about whether to act may take a long time. In other cases the commitment 
to action may appear to occur almost on the spur of the moment. 

7. Action: This is when the talk becomes the walk. Words become deeds. All 
that has gone before, the invisible world of processing experience and informa-
tion, is now translated into tangible action.

8. Recommitment: All of us, having made a serious commitment, usually 
revisit that decision again and again, reviewing and reaffirming the choice we 
have made. This revisiting the decision we have made and action taken usually 
has the effect of strengthening our resolve. In spiritual decisions, further exposure 
to Scripture, the affirmation of fellow believers, and the confirming work of the 
Holy Spirit in our lives powerfully strengthen the commitment we’ve made.

All effective partnerships seek change. We hope to see people, individually 
or as a group, move from one way of thinking and/or living to another. For that 
change to occur, everyone in the audience will move through these stages. They 
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condition, he was a lonely outcast—on the dark fringes of society. Humanly, you 
could sum up his case as hopeless. Then Jesus came to town.

But the man was a Jew. And as a Jew, he knew the law and the tradition 
of great prophets who had great power. He had heard a lot of the same stories 
that Nicodemus had heard. The news about Jesus traveled fast and far over the 
Palestinian countryside.

In contrast to Nicodemus, who seemed to have much to lose if he cast his lot 
with Jesus, the leper had nothing to lose. His only way to go was up! In short, the 
risk was low and the potential gain was enormous.

All three accounts of this story, in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, say the man was 
proactive. He came out of the crowd (you can imagine the crowd shrinking back 
from the leper) and threw himself down in front of Jesus and begged for help.

So we have a man with a lot of information. He’s given the information con-
siderable thought. His conception of Jesus’ healing powers has been reinforced 
many times through countless stories. And he is motivated! 

Dogged every waking moment by his miserable condition, the indifference 
of this hopeless outcast changed to a man urgently seeking help—begging Jesus 
to deal with his case.

Jairus (Mark 5:21–43)
It was the middle of the day, in broad daylight, and in front of his own parish-

ioners. Here he was, a leader of Capernaum’s synagogue throwing himself down 
at Jesus’ feet and begging him for help. 

Jesus and Jairus must have known each other reasonably well by now. After 
all, this was Jesus’ adopted hometown. As one of the leaders of the local syna-
gogue, Jairus had encountered Jesus, probably dozens of time (see Mark 1). 

Jairus was part of the religious establishment that found Jesus to be a real 
pain in the neck. Not all that far from Jerusalem, Capernaum’s synagogue leaders 
certainly knew the party line on Jesus. Plus, Jairus had had to put up with all the 
questions from his own people about Jesus and his authenticity. Not only had 
Jairus most likely met Jesus many times previously, they’d seen each other in the 
streets, and Jairus had heard all the stories. Jesus and his disciples were always 
coming and going out of the seaside fishing village. Every time Jesus and his dis-
ciples came back to town, stories of extraordinary events swirled around them.

Life had been pretty good for Jairus. He had a respected position, status within 
his community, a reasonable living, and a family. But now he was in real trouble. 

move on? Will he actually act on what he knows and his growing awareness/un-
derstanding of the truth?” 

When Nicodemus next appears in John 7, he has moved out from under the 
cover of darkness and, in his peer group, is actually defending Jesus. Based on 
the categories suggested in this chapter, it seems we can make a fairly convincing 
case that, for Nicodemus to take this professional risk, he already has or is moving 
toward real conviction of a belief in Jesus. 

Remember, these incidents did not take place back to back. A considerable 
amount of time was involved. Nicodemus had a lot of history before he ever met 
or even heard of Jesus of Nazareth. Then, from John 3 through the exchange in 
John 7 and the events of John 19, Nicodemus probably saw Jesus many times, 
heard him speak, watched him perform miracles, and observed his encounters 
with the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

In addition, hundreds of stories about Jesus were floating around Israel, and 
particularly Jerusalem, during his three years of public ministry. Apart from his 
direct contact, Nicodemus was exposed to Jesus’ life through countless conversa-
tions with friends, colleagues—over meals in homes, at cafes, and in the more 
formal sessions of the religious leadership. In short, he had a lot of exposure to 
many messages about the one claiming to be the Messiah.

Finally, in John 19, Nicodemus goes public—identifying with Jesus by team-
ing with Joseph of Arimathea to remove Jesus’ body from the cross and place it 
in the tomb. His initial fear-driven spirit has been replaced by a commitment and 
belief in Jesus so strong that he is prepared to accept any downside implications 
within his peer group. Remember, it was Nicodemus’ colleagues who put Jesus 
on the cross!

What motivated Nicodemus to make this journey? He moved from a safe 
place as a member of the establishment to one that now, at the very least, meant he 
would be considered a dissenter and an embarrassment within his peer group. 

Unlike many of the other personal encounters with Jesus recorded in the four 
gospels, it looks like Nicodemus’ journey really was a journey of the mind and 
heart. To all appearances he had a comfortable life. He had, apparently, a nagging 
sense or call in his heart to know and live the full truth. It was a motivation 
powerful enough that, when combined with the compelling life message of Jesus, 
Nicodemus’ spirit said “yes” to the Spirit.

The Leper (Mark 1:40–45)
He lived by a strict social code. Apart from the wretchedness of his physical 



—    Well Connected88   Understanding Life-Change Decisions    — 89

establish and maintain a relationship, to keep on communicating with the 
antagonists and the indifferent in terms they understand until they become 
seekers? 

•	 Does our strategic partnership have an approach that will engage and 
continue to hold our relationship with these members of the audience?

•	 When the sense of need surfaces, are elements in our partnership prepared 
to respond at the seeker’s point of need?

•	 Do we have both the capacity and the will to mount and sustain a partner-
ship that goes the distance?

One man was on an intellectual and spiritual quest. Another was plagued by the 
horrific reality of his decaying body. The third was driven to save a precious 
daughter’s life. All were on a journey that linked heart and mind. But had we met 
these three earlier in life, we might never have dreamed their stories would turn 
out as they did. 

That is the remarkable potential in every strategic partnership of God’s 
people. Empowered by prayer and love, you can encounter people where they are. 
You can establish and maintain a relationship. You can challenge individuals and 
encourage change. And, while continuing to share the story of hope and change in 
Jesus, you can be patient, ready to respond when the individual is ready.

Share your ideas and response to this chapter, tell your own 
story, or get connected with more partnership resources at the 
book’s website 
www.connectedbook.net

His 12-year-old daughter was dying. The trouble had only developed recently. 
And with the kind of edgy relationship Jairus and Jesus had likely had up to that 
point, Jesus probably wasn’t Jairus’s first choice when his daughter initially fell 
ill. Jairus had the usual round of choices: the local doctors, prayers and oblations, 
the folk remedies of the day, and possibly other more exotic options. But by now, 
the mourners were already at his house. Time was running out, and Jairus’ options 
were fading. 

Then, following yet another remarkable trip, this one dotted with storms at 
sea and an extraordinary encounter with a demon-possessed man, Jesus and his 
disciples arrived back home. Instantly a large crowd gathered. But for Jairus, 
there was no time for discreet meetings at night. He was desperate. So, in broad 
daylight, in front of everyone, he fell at Jesus’ feet. Before Jesus had left town on 
his last trip, maybe Jairus had thought he had things under control. But now Jesus 
was the court of last resort.

The wonderful story of Jesus’ readiness to help, his encouragement to Jairus 
along the way, even when friends came to say, “Forget it, she’s already dead,” and 
the fabulous ending always touch my heart. 

In the early stages of this relationship, Jairus was, at best, indifferent. He 
was comfortable, with no apparent needs. In fact, there is a very good chance that 
Jairus was plainly antagonistic and resisted acknowledging Jesus’ unique char-
acter. After all, Jesus had upstaged Jairus in his own synagogue, and Jesus was 
the one everyone in Capernaum and all the surrounding countryside was talking 
about. Jealousy? Probably so. 

Jairus took all his Jewish cultural background, his personal experience, 
all the additional data he’d informally collected from the countless stories told 
around town, and the attitudes he’d picked up from leaders when he traveled up 
to Jerusalem. Ready to trade his privileges, his reputation, and, potentially, his 
relationship with the Jerusalem power elite for his daughter’s life, Jairus plunged 
ahead on his conviction, into action.

Cultural values, peer group pressure, personal identity, sense of security, per-
sonal values; the value of his daughter’s life outweighed all the other “goodies.” 
What a roller coaster! What a step Jairus took.

Concluding Considerations

So, we ask ourselves:

•	 Do we have the vision, the patience, the love, and the creativity to 
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7
Vision

Partnership’s Driving Force

———————————————————————————

Core Idea

! As in all great accomplishments, great vision mo-
tivates effective partnerships. Vision is the driving 
force! Without it, no lasting, effective partnership 

is born, much less sustained. Vision provides focus, 
motivation, a gauge for evaluation along the journey, 
and a basis for fulfillment at the end. Partnerships are 
born when the vision is too big, too complex, or calls for 
resources too great for any individual or single ministry. 
Partnerships are not first about structure, or money, or 
theological statements. They are about vision. Born out 
of God’s character, vision of what can be is a driving 
force for his people and the church. 

———————————————————————————

How wonderful it is, how pleasant, 
for God’s people to live together in harmony!

It is like the precious anointing oil 
running down from Aaron’s head and beard, 
down to the collar of his robes.
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sion would be, it’d be too big for a single church like ours. I think, somehow, all 
the churches would need to work together.”

—————————————————————————————————

Vision’s the thing. But vision’s first test is to what extent there’s a realistic 
understanding of the challenge. For instance, a vision of seriously touching even a 
small community of 38,000 like ours with the love and power of Christ is simply 
beyond the scope of any individual, any church, or any ministry. Period.

So what’s your great dream? What have you and your friends or colleagues 
been dreaming? Of course there always seems to be a role for the lone entrepre-
neur—the single visionary who takes an idea and turns it into reality. Equally 
obvious, when carefully examined, is that such entrepreneurs never really do it 
all alone. They always have to call on a gifted, committed team of people to help 
them realize the vision.

But the more complex the task, the more vital is a partnership approach. Want 
to turn dreams into reality? Combine vision with an effective, durable partnership 
approach and you’re well on your way!

Previously, we referred to the architecture axiom that often helps bring other, 
non-architectural challenges into focus: “Form always follows function.” 

In other words, it is the vision, the what, that drives any worthwhile endeavor. 
The how always comes later. And it is the what, the great vision, that inspires 
people to believe the impossible dream, to commit extraordinary resources, to 
take great risks, to think “outside the box,” and to personally invest their time and 
energy far beyond the normal. 

A Key Partnership Principle:


	Partnerships are durable, effective, and usually strategic when they 
are driven by a great vision—a vision that is clearly marked by the 
following characteristics: 

•	 Greater than anything that can be accomplished by a single individual or 
ministry.

•	 One all participants agree is a “God idea,” a high priority, and not 
someone’s private agenda.

It is like the dew on Mount Hermon, 
falling on the hills of Zion.

There is where the Lord has promised his blessing— 
life that never ends. 
Psalm 133 (GNT)

The growing complexity of the world creates such a challenge that more 
and more leaders, whether in Christian ministries or international businesses, 
acknowledge the need to work together. That’s good news, because it was God’s 
design from the beginning!

These days it’s almost the “in” thing to talk about working in partnerships 
or strategic alliances. But do we really know what’s involved? What is the real 
motivation for developing a partnership rather than going it alone? And what will 
it take to keep the partnership alive over the long haul—the time needed for the 
collaboration to realize its full potential?

It doesn’t have to be the multibillion-dollar challenge of bringing a new 
breakthrough computer chip to market that brings businesses together. It doesn’t 
have to be the enormous challenge of a comprehensive strategy for reaching an 
unreached people group of over fifty million with the love and power of Christ. It 
may be the challenge that is in our own backyard.

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: I was sitting over coffee and sandwiches 
with a pastor from our little town, population 38,000. We had been talking 
about our town, its charm and its needs. As the time to go grew near, I asked 
the pastor, “If Jesus were really let loose in our town and the qualities of his 
Kingdom were experienced, how do you think the town would look differently 
in, say, five years?”

There was silence for a moment, and then the pastor responded honestly, 
“You know, I guess I’ve never really thought of it that way.”

We talked for several more minutes about how he and the elders from his 
church might creatively approach this question at their next retreat. But I was 
most struck by his concluding remark, “It seems to me that whatever that vi-
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prayer, and discussions—frequently till late in the evening. Finally, the group 
identified nearly twenty issues vital to such a breakthrough. Each of them was 
clearly beyond the capacity of any single ministry. Knowing they couldn’t do 
everything at once, the group agreed on one most vital joint action objective 
for the first twelve months.1 The vision, though staggering in size, now seemed 
possible through a doable, strategic first step. Commitment to working together 
in partnership was born. 

Just the joy of coming to this first key moment of success caused the group 
to spontaneously break out in a hymn of praise! A great vision gave birth to 
a partnership that has endured to this day. It’s a partnership that now, years 
later, is seeing breakthroughs consistent with the original impossible dream. 
God demonstrates his blessing when his people dwell in unity.

—————————————————————————————————

As a boy, growing up on the Mexican border, I would often travel to the 
interior of Baja California—far off the beaten track. More than once I heard this 
expression from locals:

“If a man does not know where he is going, how does he know when he 
arrives?”

God has vision. It is his nature for his vision to work itself out—in his cre-
ation, in his restoration of that creation, and in how his people, made in his image, 
live and work most effectively. His vision is beyond our comprehension. But that 
part of the vision that he has made accessible tells us all we need to know.

God’s Vision—Creation

God’s vision was to take a world filled with darkness, chaos, and loneliness 
and turn it into one of light, order, creativity, and intimate, fulfilling fellow-
ship. What a vision! In short, God had a clear idea of where he was going and, 
therefore, knew when he had arrived. Genesis 1:31 records that “God looked at 
everything he had made, and he was very pleased” (GNT). What a complete sense 
of fulfillment!

God’s Vision—Redemption

When Adam and Eve’s decisions shattered the God design and alienated them 
from their Maker, God’s vision again addressed what seemed to be an impossible 

•	 One that, in the early stages, can be broken down into high-value, achiev-
able elements that will give participants experience working together, 
growing confidence, and a sense of achievement.

•	 Made up of objectives all participants see as highly relevant to their own 
ministry vision and mission. 

Hope of accomplishing something that seems impossible can motivate, supply 
excitement and anticipation, and provide great fulfillment when the vision is realized. 
Ultimately, it is this hope and vision that inspire individuals to come together and 
work through all the issues necessary to form and sustain an effective partnership.

Oh yes, in an effective partnership you may save money—be more efficient. 
Yes, you may meet new colleagues along the way and enjoy new levels of fellow-
ship. True, the collective witness and service may be more credible and effective. 
But it is always the end vision that brings members together, that drives them on, 
and by which they measure their progress, month by month. And in the end, it is 
the vision that holds the potential for fulfillment—realization of hope.

—————————————————————————————————

Partnership in Practice: (I briefly touched on this story in my introduc-
tion but want to share it in greater detail here.) Fourteen people filed into a 
room in the old hotel. They were from eight different ministries. All were fo-
cused on reaching and serving three nearby countries with a total population 
of sixty million, essentially no church for hundreds of years, and a church that 
at that time was tiny and struggling.

For months a neutral facilitator with a vision for the potential of cooperation 
had held private talks with the leaders. Though it took time, the various lead-
ers did agree to come together for up to four days to carefully examine one 
question: “If we want to see hundreds of thousands of the people in these 
countries follow Jesus, is there anything we need to do together rather than 
continuing to work independently?”

Missionaries had worked faithfully in these countries for decades. A handful of 
courageous national believers were meeting in small house churches. But the 
question the leaders had come to prayerfully consider clearly was a humanly im-
possible dream. It was a God-sized dream and well beyond any single ministry.

They threw themselves into three-and-a-half days of seemingly endless work, 
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fully motivating goals and objectives. Here the early chapters provide just a brief 
word about vision and reality.

An old saying suggests, “Truth can never be held in one hand.” Vision is 
much like that. Whatever the dream or vision is that God has put in your heart, 
you will need two hands to hold it. One hand always keeps the great vision alive, 
burning in your heart, driving you on. The other hand asks: “What is the first thing 
I need to do? What is the first, most important step on this journey? What do I or 
we need to do today to make the vision a reality?”

In the beginning, God set the example. He didn’t accomplish creation in a 
single day. Genesis chronicles the day-by-day outworking of the grand vision. For 
his own reasons (so we could have an example?), God worked toward this great 
vision one mind-boggling step at a time. 

In a sense, Abraham never experienced the realization of the full vision. But 
having been given the direction and promise by God, he moved forward one step 
at a time, powered by faith. What he did see was consistent with God’s promise, 
and that was enough.

When Jesus said in John 17, “I have finished the work you sent me to do,” 
within a short distance of the garden where he was praying were broken lives, 
widows in poverty, a bankrupt religious system, an occupying army, and disciples 
who, in the next few hours, would all flee—only to regain their conviction and 
determination well after the cross.

What is the vision Jesus has placed on your mind and deep in your heart? It’s 
only as that vision continues to burn in your heart that you will press on when 
strength is low, fatigue is high, discouragement and criticism arise (and they will), 
resources seem inadequate, good plans go awry, and the longed-for dream seems 
elusive. 

Effective partnerships are about doing the possible today to realize the im-
possible vision tomorrow. 

Share your ideas and response to this chapter, tell your own 
story, or get connected with more partnership resources at the 
book’s website 
www.connectedbook.net

situation.2 Colossians 1:20 says: “Through the Son, then, God decided to bring 
the whole universe back to himself. God made peace through his Son’s blood on 
the cross and so brought back to himself all things, both on earth and in heaven” 
(GNT).

Again we see the long view, the great vision, knowing where you want to go. 
It’s the vision that helps you finds a way and keeps you on course. The Father’s 
vision included his Son’s extraordinary work of redemption.

Jesus’ Vision—Obedience and the Cross

The prophet Isaiah records: “Their insults cannot hurt me because the 
Sovereign Lord gives me help. I brace myself to endure them. I know I will not 
be disgraced, for God is near, and he will prove me innocent” (50:7 GNT). In this 
picture of Jesus facing the cross, the older translations suggest, “Therefore have I 
set my face like a flint, and I know that I shall not be ashamed” (KJV).

Jesus knew exactly why he had come. He knew what he was to do. And he 
knew when his earthly part of the grand plan of reconciliation was complete. In 
John 17 we read Jesus’ amazing statement: “I have shown your glory on earth; I 
have finished the work you gave me to do” (17:4 GNT).

God gave Abraham a vision of fathering a great nation. To Moses, God gave 
a vision of a new land, a set of life-changing new commandments, and a new life 
for the suffering people of Israel. The prophets had visions of doom and cried to 
their people for repentance and change. Jesus infused his disciples with vision 
and gave them the accompanying power, working together, to change the world. 
And in the stories of the gospels we see that as people came to him, Jesus restored 
vision and brought hope to countless broken men and women. All along the way, 
you hear voices of praise and joy. Tough times on the journey? Seemingly impos-
sible challenges? Of course. But because there was vision, hope was fulfilled and 
dreams realized. 

God’s expression of love in creation, reconciliation, and our future eternal life 
together is driven by a vision. Against all odds—temptation, man’s weakness, sin, 
hell, and Satan’s best shot—God maintains a vision of a different future, for you and 
me, for those around us, and for this broken world. Do you share that vision?

For partnerships to realize great things, there must first be vision. It may be 
local, it may span your region or state, or it may have global impact in view. But 
always, vision comes first.

Later we will look more closely at the subject of setting realistic yet power-
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8
Prayer

Often Overlooked, Never Overdone

———————————————————————————

Core Idea

! Spiritual breakthroughs are not a game of guns and 
money. No human effort, expenditure of resources, 
or brilliant strategy will alone produce lasting 

spiritual change. Our partnerships must be informed 
and empowered by God’s Holy Spirit in order to be 
effective. The challenges of relationships, cultural and 
theological differences, technical and strategic issues, 
and sustainability can only be dealt with in a process 
rooted in prayer. 

———————————————————————————

Identifying the impact of prayer may seem elusive. But day-to-day experience 
in partnerships makes clear that prayer is central to good collaborative ministry. 
In a sense, of course, we are to “walk in a spirit of prayer” continuously, so that 
everything we do is informed by our communion with God. But we need to be 
proactive about prayer and its role in partnerships.
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spiritual staying power. At the heart of consistent, long-term effectiveness 
is prayer, both internal, among partnership members, and external, on 
behalf of the partnership’s vision, people, and work! 

Let’s unpack these four sectors.

Prayer Is Essential to Softening  
Hardened Hearts

What group is your partnership looking to serve or reach with the love of 
Christ? Whether it is a city, a special sector of society, or a tribal group in a remote 
location, prayer in and for the partnership is foundational for all stages of witness: 
stone clearing, sowing, watering, reaping, and discipling. Prayer, particularly in 
the early stages of “hard ground,” has a powerful impact on opening doors and 
hearts to Christ. 

The reality of Jesus’ words to the disciples, “I have sent you to reap a harvest 
in a field where . . . others worked,” (John 4:35–38 GNT), has been demonstrated 
countless times over the history of the church. Frequently we are inclined to pray 
primarily when spiritual response seems imminent or evident. But in difficult 
times, the long commitment of faithfulness powered by prayer is essential. 

In recent years partnerships, again and again, have found that they have 
inherited the results of previous workers’ commitment—people who served of-
ten in loneliness and obscurity, carried on only by prayer and a sense of God’s 
faithfulness. 

Here are some examples that I have personally encountered of the powerful 
role of prayer overseas in places of spiritual resistance: 

•	 Faithful but lonely witness went on in an Islamic country with little 
apparent results for over four decades. While this personal witness was 
underway, awareness of and prayer for the people group—outside the 
country—was mounting. Over the last decade a strategic partnership of 
about a dozen ministries working with local believers has seen nearly a 
hundred thousand swept into the Kingdom and thousands more seeking 
Christ in dozens of local, home-based fellowships.

•	 Approximately one hundred years ago, in a Tibetan Buddhist country, 
missionaries and their families, more than fifty in all, were martyred 
while seeking to tell the people about Christ. Over the following century, 
countless believers were moved to pray for the region. In recent years, 
a cooperative, partnership-based evangelism initiative has seen tens 

A Key Partnership Principle:


	Satan doesn’t want us to work together. That means we’re engaged 
in spiritual conflict. It also means effective partnerships need an 
intentional prayer strategy. Experience suggests two key elements:

•	 A group outside the partnership’s day-to-day operation that is committed 
to praying for the partnership, its people, and its vision. These people 
must be seen as an integral part of the partnership and receive regular 
updates regarding challenges and progress.

•	 Inside the partnership prayer must be central, regular, specific, and 
personal. One of the most strategic parts of a partnership is a prayer 
task force that communicates both within the partnership and with those 
outside who are actively supporting the initiative. 

You and friends may be mounting an initiative in your own neighborhood with a 
group of ministries and churches around your city, or you may be linking special-
ized ministries for some other strategic vision. Whatever the partnership’s mis-
sion, prayer can intersect the life of your partnership in at least four sectors. 

•	 If your partnership is focused on evangelism, prayer is an essential 
element in stone clearing, planting, and watering—softening spiritually 
hardened hearts—whether of individuals, a community, or a nation. This 
aspect of evangelism was covered in chapter 5, “The God Design—
Spiritual Change: A Process, Not an Event.” The early stages of spiritual 
change will never be realized without concerted prayer. Individuals only 
come into the Kingdom through the work of the Holy Spirit and prayer, 
never through strategy, no matter how brilliant.

•	 Prayer is essential to healthy relationships, and your partnership must be 
built on relationships.1 Openness, trust, and commitment to each other’s 
best interests can only be established and sustained in the context of prayer. 
These transformed relationships are essential to the launch and sustaining 
of effective partnership-based ministry initiatives. 

•	 Prayer is essential to building consensus around priorities and setting 
Kingdom goals and objectives. The understanding and appreciation of 
different perspectives and readiness to listen to each other and God in 
a partnership are central to the process. Without prayer at the center of 
vision-driven consensus, partnership efforts will be powerless.

•	 Prayer is essential to the durability of effective partnerships. Serious spiri-
tual change takes time, requiring lasting partnerships and extraordinary 




