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Five Times
While visiting churches in an outlying part of another 
country, Mike and Rebecca’s charitable instincts kicked in. 
“We must find a way to help these churches,” they 
declared. Before they returned to the USA, they decided 
to give $100 to each of the three churches in the area 
to use for their most pressing need. Mike and Rebecca 
interpreted the recipients’ enthusiastic appreciation as an 
indication that the money was of great help. They made 
sure the churches knew that they were keen to partner 
with them.

While at home, Mike and Rebecca collected some 
children’s Sunday school materials from years past from 
various churches in their city and sent them to the three 
churches with whom they had formed a partnership.

Six months later, Mike and Rebecca arranged for another 
trip to visit the churches that had so captured their hearts. 
This time a small team of construction workers joined 
Mike and Rebecca. They used their time there to renovate 
the aging church buildings.

The churches’ anticipation grew every time they heard 
Mike and Rebecca were coming for another visit. 
An unspoken question often fluttered in the local 
believers’ minds: What might they help us with this time?

Two weeks before Mike and Rebecca’s next visit, one of 
the churches emailed them with a heart of expectation. 
The email contained the following request: “Would you 
be willing to bring us a guitar, one like Mike plays when 
he is here? Also, we were thinking that we need to build 
a place for the pastor to live on the church property. 
This would make our pastoral work more effective for 

Jesus and you could stay there when you come.” Mike and 
Rebecca assisted with this seemingly reasonable request.  

Upon Mike and Rebecca’s next visit, a man who attended 
one of the local churches asked Mike for money to send 
his kids to school. The man was visibly disappointed 
when Mike told him that he had to think about it. 
This was the first time Mike wondered if they may have 
started something they hadn’t intended through their well-
intentioned giving. The appreciation they had initially 
experienced had seemed to transition into entitlement. 
For the time being, Mike dismissed the nagging thought.

The more Mike and Rebecca 
helped the people there, the 
more complicated the rela-
tionships became. After two 
years of helping these three 
churches, Mike and Rebecca 
realized they may have estab-
lished dependency.

This hypothetical but very 
realistic story reveals that 
it takes no more than five 
times of one-way foreign 
subsidy to establish un-
healthy dependency.1 

1  Robert Lupton, Toxic Charity (New York, NY: Harper One 
2011), 130.
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Ninety Days 

The 21/90 rule says that if someone does 
something for 21 days in a row, it will become 
a habit. If the same person does that same 
action for 90 days, it becomes a permanent 
lifestyle habit. 

This is bad news if the habit is unhealthy and good news 
if the habit is healthy. For example, if you chronically 
underwrite 90 days’ worth of ministry efforts on behalf of 
a church in another country, it will become a permanent 
lifestyle habit for that church to look outside of their 
congregation for resources to operate their God-given 
ministries. On the other hand, if you encourage that same 
church to mobilize local resources for 90 days’ worth of 
their own ministries, it will become a permanent lifestyle 
habit for that church to mobilize their own resources for 
their own ministry efforts. It is up to us to make the 
21/90 rule to work for the good of creating a culture of 
dignity, sustainability, multiplication, and movements, 
rather than against it.

One Generation
Saranya Kapur wrote an online article for Business Insider 
called “Parents on Welfare Are Bequeathing a Culture 
of Welfare unto Their Children.”2 In this article, Kapur 
writes about a study provided by the United States-based 
National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER). The 
NBER study reveals that parents who are on welfare 
create a culture of welfare for their children. Kapur goes 
on to explain that there are three main reasons why this 
happens:

1. Parents on welfare constantly provide information 
to their growing children about all the assistance 
programs available.

2. The parents reduce the stigma of participation in 
these subsidy programs.

3. The parents don’t invest in the self-development 
of their own family. 

2  Saranya Kapur, “Parents on Welfare Are Bequeathing a Culture 
of Welfare unto Their Children,” Business Insider. http://www.
businessinsider.com/children-of-parents-on-welfare-are-more-like-
ly-to-be-on-welfare-2013–11.

Ultimately, the research shows that most often parents 
being on welfare is the main cause of their children 
being on welfare, rather than some other correlated 
legitimate factor.

In the same way, the first generation of churches being 
dependent on outside support is the main cause of 
the next generation of churches being dependent on 
outside support, rather than some other correlated 
legitimate factor. In other words, churches who are raised 
in an ecclesiastical culture of welfare are bequeathing an 
ecclesiastical culture of welfare to the next generation of 
churches:

It takes five times of one-way giving to create dependen-
cy. It takes 90 days to develop permanent lifestyle habits 
that go along with depending on others. It takes only one 
generation of families and churches steeped in an ecclesi-
astical welfare culture to bequeath it to the next genera-
tion of families and churches.  

That’s dismaying information. Here’s the beauty from 
ashes. Any one of these rules can work in our favor for 
positive outcomes.

Ultimately, the research shows that most 
often parents being on welfare is the 
main cause of their children being on 
welfare, rather than some other correlated 
legitimate factor. 

A culture of dependency is bequeathed to the next 
generation of churches.  
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What would happen if you facilitated a group of disciples 
to give and share local resources for a cause dear to their 
hearts five times, or 90 days, or for the first generation of 
disciples? You would establish local-local interdependence, 
create a permanent lifestyle habit and bequeath the next 
generation of disciples with the desire and capacity to 
give and share their resources. 

What’s fascinating about this is that we have to start with 
ourselves. If we choose to make it our aim and practice 
to use local resources to create what we need for 90 days, 
this will become our permanent missional habit. Beyond 
developing a healthy missional practice for us, we end up 
inspiring and modeling reproducibility and spontaneous 
multiplication to others in our realm of influence. In 
other words, reproducibility will become our value and 
our habit and others will catch on. 

It only takes five times of unwise giving and free services to 
create dependency. It sneaks up on us really fast. But, if we 
determine to use the 21/90 principle in a positive sense, we 
can bequeath dignity, self-sustainability, faith, ingenuity, 
determination, and so much more to generations of 
multiplying disciples and churches. May it be so!

If we determine to use the 21/90 principle 
in a positive sense, we can bequeath 
dignity, self-sustainability, faith, ingenuity, 
determination, and so much more to 

churches.


