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When I ask a class of Christians, who are training to work cross-culturally, what they think 
of when they hear the words ‘patron’ or ‘patronage,’ the responses are usually relatively 
predictable: “sucking-up,” “nepotism,” “corruption,” “bribery,” “someone who goes into a 
shop,” “a wealthy person who supports the arts or gives a lot of money to a particular cause.” 
However, when speaking with an Egyptian Christian colleague, I suggested that some people 
might think of a patron as an influential ‘big man’ in a tribe. She quickly jumped in and said, 

To be honest, I’d more likely think of a woman as a patron. It is usually women with 

money and power who are more likely to think of supporting people. Men are at work, 

whereas women are not working but will use their wealth and power to make social 

connections and actively seek and create relationships. In Egypt, it is the older women 

who have social power and wealth. My grandmother would be the one giving to an 

orphanage or helping out in the neighbourhood. She had complete financial control. My 

mother, while still living in Australia, was also always buying gifts and spending on her 

brothers [in Egypt] who were less financially able.

My colleague knows that patronage is all to do with relationships. Yet because patron-client 

relationships are unequal (or unbalanced), westerners struggle to comprehend and navigate 

them in their host contexts. The trainees in my class have their minds blown when we discuss a 

case study in which individuals in minor debt to an organisation or person want to stay in debt 

because it signals that both parties wish to remain in an ongoing relationship of value and trust! 

Westerners have been taught to keep business and friendship separate. We do not want to 

be seen as corrupt or showing favouritism. We do not want to be indebted to someone, nor to 

have others permanently indebted to us. Therefore, western Christian cross-cultural workers 

sometimes want to ignore or reject patron-client relationships and stay outside the system. 

This, however, is practically impossible to do because we need relationships. To reject patronage 

is to reject relationships with people and to potentially open ourselves to the perception that 

we are shameful and untrustworthy. 

Furthermore, westerners tend to think of patronage as being all about money, and we tend to 

think we are always in the position of ‘patron.’ Yet patronage is about much more than money, 

and we are often in the position of ‘client,’ needing help with language learning, inside cultural 

knowledge, open doors, connections, and practical assistance. Not only are relationships vital, 

but reciprocity is also a key component of patronage – a foreigner who gives money to a beggar 

as a one-off, random event is not a ‘patron’ and the beggar is not a ‘client,’ for there is no 

relationship established, and the giving is one way.

Having said this, to fully embrace the way patron-client relationships operate in another 

context is equally not an option, since we are not cultural insiders and because patronage is not 

a perfect, sinless construct. It is open to abuse and misuse by both patrons and clients – hence 
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the negative terms which we often associate with it, or the negative experiences which 

we have had. We need to therefore understand it and learn to participate in it as much as 

possible as honourable patrons and clients, while pointing to God as the most honourable, 

perfect patron.

The articles in this webzine seek to answer the questions What is patronage? What do 

‘patrons’ do? What do ‘clients’ do? How do patron-client relationships operate in different 

contexts? How can an outsider operate in a society or community where patron-client 

relationships are the accepted, normal, way of operating? What are, and how might we 

avoid, the pitfalls of patronage? How can an understanding of patron-client relationships 

help us to understand our relationship with God, and how might this be beneficial in our 

witness to and discipleship of Muslims? 

Cassie J. Robin’s article is a comprehensive overview which answers these questions and 

explores what it means to be an honourable patron and client. She unpacks the concepts 

of grace, blessing, God as patron, Christ as broker, and our response and responsibilities 

as clients, and discusses potential implications of these for evangelism and discipleship 

among Arab Believers of Muslim Background (BMBs).

The concept of God as patron and people as clients is also picked up upon in Colin Edward’s 

insightful article, in which he explores the importance of patron-client relationships in 

Bangladesh through the lens of leaders of Sufi orders and their disciples. In this South 

Asian context, one’s allegiance to one’s Sufi leader as one’s patron, and that leader’s 

connection with Muhammad, provides the relational conduit through which one can be 

saved. Dr. Edwards describes how BMBs have come to see Jesus, rather than Muhammad, 

as having the highest honour, and thus deserving of their allegiance, loyalty, and faith, 

sharing in his death, new life, and salvation. This article raises important questions about 

whether Muslim women in South Asia experience patron-client relationships in the same 

way, particularly with regard to being disciples of a particular Sufi leader. Do South Asian 

women say they gain salvation through being “in” (having an allegiance to) their leader? 

Do South Asian women BMBs describe coming to know Jesus as being deserving of a 

greater honour, and thus allegiance, than Muhammad? Do they speak of salvation and their 

relationship with God in patron-client terms? There is much more we can learn. 

Dr. Edward’s article highlights the fact that in the minds of many westerners, unlike in 

the mind of my Egyptian colleague, women are less often thought of as patrons. However, 

Aylin Mardin helpfully points out in her article that women can be influential patrons in 

their own contexts, but this patronage may be less public, and expressed differently, to 

male patronage. Mardin describes collective monthly ‘lending circles’ and hospitality as 

expressions of patronage among women in Turkey. She also raises questions about the 

implications of patron-client relationships on the BMB churches which are led by western 

Christian workers. She further elaborates on the important, yet often unseen, patronage 

roles that Christian background women play in the faith journeys of male BMBs.

Anna Shean’s article is a thoughtful and practical discussion about how she has 

experienced, and is learning from, the ways in which her Muslim friends relate to each other 

as well as to her. She details how westerners in diaspora contexts can not only helpfully 

use their status as patrons, but also crucially become ‘needy patrons,’ graciously accepting 

the hospitality, gifts, community public honour, and help which our Muslim friends offer in 

reciprocation. While Shean acknowledges the potential pitfalls of patronage in a western 

context, she also argues persuasively that westerners can use patronage both to point our 

friends to Christ and in discipleship. 



While the majority of articles in this edition are written by westerners, those written by 

Grace Al-Zoughbi and Julie B. Ma (a westerner in conversation with a Taiwanese cross-

cultural worker) present insider perspectives on patronage. As an Arab Christian woman, 

Al-Zoughbi argues that male patronage is the predominant, visible form of patronage 

within Arab society. She unpacks the story of Abigail in 1 Samuel and demonstrates how 

Abigail wisely navigates the tension between Nabal and David, exercising power and 

influence just as a patron does. Al-Zoughbi notes that Abigail also uses hospitality as part 

of her role of patron – hospitality that is rarely public, often unseen, yet vitally important in 

the building and maintaining of relationships. She suggests that Abigail is a model for how 

Arab Christian women can take a more visible, public role as patron through theological 

education, in order to promote peace and reconciliation. 

Penny, the Taiwanese cross-cultural worker interviewed by Ma for her article, contributes 

many insightful comments about her experience of patronage, where her ‘mother church’ 

(or ‘sending church’) acts as her ‘patron.’ Penny demonstrates that in her relationship with 

her mother church, her loyalty as ‘client’ is fundamental. Patrons gain honour through 

the number of clients they have (because they are seen as trustworthy and generous) and 

through the public honour with which the clients reciprocate. Thus, Taiwanese mother 

churches want to publicly promote the activities of their cross-cultural workers – not an 

easy path to navigate if one is a worker in a sensitive location, as Penny points out. The 

strength of loyalty and honour makes it difficult for Taiwanese cross-cultural workers and 

mother churches to understand or subscribe to a more western model of being sent by an 

overarching agency in which a worker raises support through many individual supporters 

and multiple churches. Furthermore, Penny raises an element of patron-client relationships 

which westerners often overlook: the patron’s provision not only of material needs but also 

guidance and advice, and the humble and prayerful submission of the client in response. 

All these issues are ones which need further investigation and understanding if western 

cross-cultural workers are going to partner effectively with non-westerners in our efforts 

to reach the world for Christ.

The final article in this issue revisits March 2021 webzine topic of suffering. In it, Louise 

Griffin explores what she has learned from Arab Muslim women about bereavement and 

their struggles in difficult times, drawing not only on interviews and personal stories, but 

also on women’s social media posts. The article is divided into three sections, focusing on 

patience, predestination, and du’a supplication; the fear of death, the grave, and God; and 

sharing the message of Christ with Arab Muslim women experiencing suffering and loss. 

At the end of each section, Griffin posits helpful questions which we can ask of our Muslim 

friends to gain an understanding of how they experience God in the midst of suffering.  

The specific terminology of ‘patron,’ ‘client,’ and ‘patronage’ are not ones which are likely 

to be explicitly used in most non-western contexts – such relationships may simply be ‘the 

norm’ or metaphors may be used (such as ‘shepherd’ in Arabic). However, I trust that as a 

result of reading the articles in this webzine, we will all seek to discover how relationships 

operate in the contexts in which we serve, what is required of each relational party, and 

how we can best join in the dance of giving and receiving so as to point to God, the most 

honourable patron, to whom we give unswerving loyalty and trust, exuberant public 

thanksgiving and testimony, and good works which imitate his generosity.

Louise Simon






