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Christian missions do not have a good track record in cooperation. In the earliest days in Uganda, Pulford records that, “The Catholics felt it their duty to counter the heretics. The Protestants felt a parallel duty to correct the errors of the Church of Rome.”
  and a few years later bitter rivalry broke out between competing missions in Zanzibar, rivalry which played into the hands of local Muslim rulers.
  In the nineteenth century the best that could be achieved were a series of ‘comity agreements’
 which at least preserved the peace between rival bands of missionaries. The negative effects, however, of these agreements on Christian unity sadly continue to this day with a high degree of territorialism still evident in inter- and indeed intra-denominational relations in many parts of the world. The Missionary Conference of 1910 in Edinburgh can be seen as a significant milestone in missionary cooperation, provided the opportunity and impetus for subsequent ecumenical, as well as missionary, developments. In preparation for the 1910 conference the Commission on Co-operation and the Promotion of Unity wrote, “Without hearty alliance among the many Missionary Societies employed in carrying the Gospel to non-Christian peoples, and without the recognition of co-operative effort as the normal condition of missionary work, the most copious supply of workers and of means that could be hoped for, would still be ineffectual.”
   This same report (by a commission which included no women, no Roman Catholic or Pentecostal members and definitely no Asian, African or Latin American representatives) ends with the optimistic words, “the Divine guidance that has led us already … in the direction of co-operation and the promotion of unity, will lead us further still”
  A century later we can look back on much progress but with an acute awareness also of our continued short comings in ‘common mission’
.

Theological Principles

The implications of Trinitarian theology for collaborative discipleship and mission have not always been readily understood, but in recent decades Moltmann
, Boff
, Volf
, and others have reminded us of the corporate, collaborative, nature of the being and life of God in Trinity and its implications for those who find themselves created in God’s image. The Missio Dei is by definition a collaborative action by Father, Son and Holy Spirit (John 14:26) and also a divine action which invited human participation, if not collaboration. “As the Father sent me so I send you.” (John 20:21)  God has no necessity to engage humanity as agents of God’s own mission but chooses the risky course of partnership. This point is further underlined by Jesus’ own calling of disciples as co-workers to whom he eventually entrusts the task of global mission (Matthew 28:18-20). It is perhaps also significant that Jesus seems to have chosen as his co-workers a group of disciples with quite different theological and social outlooks – Zealots, Roman-symaphisers, Galileans and even perhaps those with Essene links
. He saw the strength in establishing a pattern of collaborative ministry which drew together a diverse group of people rich in skills and sometimes conflicting outlooks and commitments – diversity was seen as a strength not a weakness. 
Paul is often portrayed as the great pioneer of mission, which he was, but he was not a ‘David Livingstone, go-it-alone’ pioneer. Careful examination of the text shows that he was in fact an accomplished collaborator, building networks of shared ministry.
  He counted among his co-workers
 local ministers such as Aquila and Priscilla
, fellow itinerant preachers such as Barnabus
 and Silas
, young recruits like Timothy
, and many more
, and took to task churches who sought to create division within the growing missional network
, the church of Christ.

With this foundation of Trinitarian mission, the example of Jesus and the practice of the apostle Paul, a firm pattern has been established for collaboration and partnership in mission. But what might this look like in the context of the twenty-first century? 

Historical perspective

In the post-apostolic period and through to the twentieth century we have very little evidence of Christians from different traditions or locations partnering together in mission. Stephen Neill et. al. cite several examples of inter-agency cooperation and boldly claim, “Co-operation marks Protestant missions from the beginning”
, but I would suggest otherwise. The picture has been much more one of fragmentation as mission movements have divided (e.g. CMS and BCMS
 and later Rwanda Mission) whilst hundreds of new agencies have been created with no reference to the existing bodies that might have been able to embrace the identified mission challenge. Barrett in his statistic overview shows ‘foreign mission sending agencies’ rising from 200 globally in 1800, to 600 by 1900, and 4,000 by 2000
, a significant part of this ‘growth’ resulting from fragmentation and failure to collaborate rather than completely new work. 
Real partnership and collaborative ministry have however taken place in recent years, often in adverse contexts. Four examples will suffice. In 1949 Dr. Bob Fleming gained permission to enter the closed kingdom of Nepal with two colleagues. Struck by the medical needs of the people they determined to meet these needs in the name of Christ. When, in 1953, permission was eventually granted to open a hospital in Tansen, Fleming, a Methodist, extended an invitation to all who would, to join him in this challenging country where conversion was illegal
. So the United Mission to Nepal was born in 1954. The International Assistance Mission began is a similar way in Afghanistan in 1966, with a focus on eye care, and has remained in the war-torn country ever since, currently bringing together workers from around 40 different agencies.
 In Europe, when Albania first became accessible to Christian mission in 1991 a group of evangelicals formed the Albanian Encouragement Project
 which now brings together over 70 mission agencies for collaborative work within that country. Also in 1991 a number of workers associated with Interdev
 began the Central Asian Consultation
 which today continues to foster collaboration in mission in that region and has spawned numerous regional partnerships. 

Mission in a Network age

Mission always has its context and so does partnership. The context of the 1820s, when the Church Mission Society (CMS), London, gave birth to an autonomous CMS in Australia, provided very little opportunity for these two agencies to collaborate in mission. Partnership in those days was limited to very local forms of collaboration. Today our global context is very different. 

Lipnack and Stamps
 divide human history into four ‘ages of organisation’.

	Small Groups
	Hierarchy
	Bureaucracy
	Networks

	Nomadic cultures
	Agrarian cultures
	Industrial cultures
	Information cultures

	to 10,000 BC
	10,000BC to 18th century
	18th. – 20th. century
	1945 onwards

	Members
	Levels
	Purpose
	Links


This persuasive analysis forces us to ask whether models for mission devised in the seventeenth century (in an agrarian culture) or in the nineteenth century (in an industrial culture) will serve us at all well in the information age of the twenty first century when what is valued is not your membership of the group, your place in the hierarchy, or whether your skill set fits the purpose of the bureaucracy, but what links you have, how connected you are. It is not only Western young people who come alive in the virtual space of Facebook and Bebo, across the world a new generation, sometimes with little access to technology, are learning that if you are not connected you are ignored. 

In the academic world studies of cybernetics, sytemics
, chaos theory and their philosophical implications multiply year on year and many large companies are adopting approaches to management which play to the strengths of ‘whole system’ thinking and network dynamics. The popularized classic in this sphere has become Bradman and Beckstrom’s The Starfish and the Spider
 in which the authors argue that in a networked world maximum participation leads to the maximum and most creative output. They cite not just virtual community projects such as Wikipedia and open source software such as Open Office but also movements like Alcoholics Anonymous and al Qaeda and companies like Amazon, Napster and eBay.

All of this talk of connecting, maximum participation, and systemic development should be very welcome to a mission community seeking disciples, who discover renewed relationship with God through Christ and envision the day when “a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, stands before the throne and in front of the Lamb.”
 In many ways the Missio Dei seems to accord much more readily with the network culture we inhabit today than with the earlier group, hierarchical and bureaucratic cultures. We could point to many Biblical images of the missional ecclesia which are of a networking nature (e.g. The Body
, The Vine
) but each of these also brings new challenges to our understanding of mission and church.

At the close of the last millennium, in 1996 a consultation of missiologists was held in Brazil at the invitation of the World Evangelical Fellowship Missions Commission. Amongst the papers emerging from this Iguassu Consultation was one by Rob Brynjolfson in which he says, “Organisational and denominational language continues to detract from the greater realities of unity in mission”
 and then goes on to offer 18 principles for national mission movements which will build consensus and collaboration in mission. Since that date considerable progress has been made in building networks and real collaboration in mission which to a greater or less degree reflect these principles. Examples of such new trans-denominational networks for collaborative mission would be, in Africa, MANI (The Movement of African National Initiatives)
, in Latin America, COMIBAM (Cooperación Missionera Iberoamericana)
, in Asia, the Philippine Missions Association
 and across continents the Faith2Share
 network. 

Phil Butler, one of leading thinkers in missional collaboration, writes, “Effective partnerships and networks … are crucial to this new world order – to identifying the assets and effectively allocating them. Committed to Christ and the holistic proclamation of his love and power, these new, inclusive forms of Kingdom collaboration provide options for effective connection that are simply impossible with the old organisational paradigms.”
  

Building effective partnerships

As our churches engage in mission locally and around the world we can be well networked, enthusiastic about partnership, looking for collaboration and yet still struggle to get going. Partnerships, like all relationships, are fraught with difficulties, and the temptation is still to ‘go it alone’. In Body Matters Ernie Addicott records the fifteen principles for effective partnership in mission developed by Interdev in the 1990s.
 In a clearer way than the Iguassu principles (see above) these point to the key role played by vision, clear purpose, high levels of participation and ownership, trust, openness and mutual concern. 

“People work together because they trust one another”, say Lipnack and Stamps, “They make deals, undertake projects, set goals, and lend one another resources. Teams with trust converge more easily, organize their work more quickly, and manage themselves better.”
  Daniel Rickett, author of several books on missional partnerships, adds, “Communication is only as rich as trust is deep. Close contact and high levels of interaction are important ingredients for building understanding and trust.”
 While trust is recognized as a primary ingredient for effective collaboration within missional networks, this can be difficult to establish when cross-cultural mis-communication threatens to undermine good intentions. Lianne Roembke
 has undertaken considerable study in the building of trusting relationships within multi-cultural teams and Duane Elmer
 brings needed wisdom to the challenges of leadership within multi-cultural networks. At an international level the World Evangelical Alliance Mission Commission meeting in Pattaya in 2008 initiated a Global Dialogue Task Group to address many of the continuing tensions, misunderstandings and complex partnership issues between churches and missions in different continents.
Ten Steps towards effective mission partnerships

The following ten steps have been proved to assist churches and mission agencies as they seek to build effective partnerships in mission. They were first developed for the Lausanne Forum on World Evangelisation in 2004.

1. Prayer must come first : Prayer is the primary strategy and must not be neglected by partnership ventures. It is not there as a foundation or ‘covering’ for our strategy but is itself a clear strategic decision. 

2. Design some ‘early wins’, and celebrate them : Early successes are important for partnerships. We all need to feel we have achieved something and that our collaboration is working. 

3. Everyone should win : In designing your ‘early wins’ as well as your long-term objectives remember that all members of the partnership need a ‘win’..  

4. Have SMART objectives : Objectives that are shared, measurable, achievable, resourced and timed. 

5. Adopt incremental objectives : Incremental objectives help a partnership to feel that something is being achieved as well as allowing for a natural review and re-evaluation process. 

6. Keep focused : What drives successful partnerships is clarity about vision, values and objectives. 

7. Multi-cultural partnerships need multi-cultural objectives : We need to undersatand what is valued as ‘success’ or ‘achievement’ in each culture. 

8. Contextual relevance : Great ideas can be a real success in the right context. In the wrong context they can be a complete flop. 

9. Review is crucial to strategy : Use the objectives cycle – review, celebrate, reschedule, renew and abandon that which will never work.
10. End well : Partnerships are not for ever. It is better to finish early rather than too late. End by celebrating what has been achieved.
Money, Power and Neo-Colonialism

Just as financial tensions rank high amongst precipitating causes for marriage breakdown so does the power exerted by money in international mission partnerships. Mary Lederleitner writes, “A concern in missiology is how there can be effective cross-cultural partnerships, with vast sums of wealth coming from affluent donors and nations, without fostering a new form of colonialism now known as “neo-colonialism”
. Neo-colonialism implies that although there is no physical occupation by a foreign power, wealth and resources are given in ways that still dominate others.   Some on the receiving end of mission funding feel demeaned and controlled by the process.  For these partners there is a sense that they are losing their right to make their own decisions and they are losing their voice.  Because of this there is a concern whether true partnership, the kind that models genuine mutuality, can ever take place given such a vast disparity of wealth.”
  Her paper argues that if we can listen cross-culturally, contextualize processes and apply Biblical standards and values then we might begin to address some of these complex issues. Two other missiologists who have worked on these same issues are Jonathan Bonk
 who speaks of western missionary affluence as the primary problem and John Rowell
 whose approach is more practical than missiological, addressing the challenge of dependency and suggesting that sustainability might be a more useful concept that the well worn ‘three-selfs’ principle which puts too much emphasis on independence and looses sight of the Biblical pattern of interdependence. 

We live in a network world, our God exists in Trinitarian partnership, and God’s mission into which we are drawn is inevitably characterized by collaboration and partnership, as Christ “reconciles to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven.”
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