
When I landed in Bunia, Democratic Republic of Con-
go, for a brief visit in late 2007, after a period of hor-

rible fighting and massacres in the region, UN cargo planes 
were the only others parked on the tarmac. Blue-hatted 
soldiers lounged against their roadside tanks as we traveled 
from the airport to the missionary pilot’s home. 

It seemed that nearly every corner boasted a sign mark-
ing the offices of another humanitarian organization. I won-
dered what it was like to live in a place so saturated with 
foreigners there to help. How would it feel to know my 
community was so broken a place that it needed this much 
aid? What would I think if outsiders came to tell my com-

munity how to solve its problems? 
Fast-forward to mid-2010, when I was back in Nashville 

rushing to move belongings from my basement office before 
the slowly rising water could ruin them. Between trips 
downstairs, I watched news images of my city being sub-
merged by a once-in-a-thousand-years flood. 

In the days that followed, many people in Nashville 
needed help, and we grumbled that the media didn’t 
announce our tragedy to the world fast enough. But in spite 
of this, we had the resources—from government infrastruc-
ture to financial donations to personpower—in our com-
munity to do a lot of the helping ourselves. And we took 
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Help 
That 
Heals

Partnerships based on mutuality prove that joining hands 
with the poor is the only way to make a real difference.
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up, but as balance and confidence grow, the child wants to 
walk without holding anyone’s hand. “”I felt like a child, and 
then I felt like a rebellious teenager who just wanted all of 
the Americans and foreigners gone,” she recalls. “But then 
I grew out of that to a more nuanced, mature perspective 
that required me to communicate my needs and receive 
help in the right ways.”

Jansen says the danger is when people come into a 
country like Croatia thinking that Croatian systems and 
ways of doing things aren’t as good just 
because they are different from the way 
things are done elsewhere. This applies 
to both humanitarians and Christians, 
who all too often come in trying to 
change the things that are different. 
When people go into another country, 
Jansen says, they need to get to know 
the context, because there might be 
good reasons for why things are done 
the way they are.

One way foreigners can care for 
people is by helping them figure out and articulate what 
they really need instead of accepting what they don’t need 
just because it’s from well-intentioned people. “Sometimes 
people don’t know what they need because they haven’t 
thought about it yet, and sometimes they’re afraid to say 
it,” explains Jansen. “When you’re so preoccupied with sur-
viving, you don’t have time to think about why the hand-
holding is bothering you.” 

Despite the times Jansen wanted the foreigners “to get 
away unless they were there to encourage me and walk 
with me as peers instead of in a patronizing way,” she is 
grateful for the help her country received and for the 
American family who invited her to live with them during 
her college years in the US. She says she has learned from 
the American church about generosity and sensitivity to 
other people’s needs.

“I have been humbled by the attitude of the American 
church—that they can be so far away from the place expe-
riencing the news-breaking moment and still help. I hope 
the American church doesn’t lose that ability to feel from 
afar.” 

pride in that. “We are Nashville” became our rallying cry, 
one that still rings out as the one-year anniversary of our 
flood approaches.

In the aftermath of our natural disaster, one of the 
primary projects on my writing docket was an article 
about ongoing earthquake relief in Haiti. As I researched 
and interviewed and wrote from my flood-damaged 
office, waiting for FEMA to inspect it, I was viscerally 
struck by the contrasts between the internal resources 
available in my flooded city and the reported lack of 
resources available within Haiti. 

In a more publicized way than ever, the world was 
pouring in to help Haiti, as it has been for a very long 
time. How would it feel if roles were reversed, and my city 
was the one unable to help itself? What messages would it 
make me believe about myself? And what do the answers 
to these questions indicate about how we should go about 
helping others?

Walk with me, please
Irena Dragas Jansen knows what it’s like to live in a place 
that needs help and to watch foreigners rush in to do the 
helping. As Croatia became an independent country re-
covering from war in the 1990s, humanitarian aid groups 
and church groups from other countries arrived en masse 
to help. 

Originally from Petrinja, Croatia, Jansen graduated from 
Biola University in California in 1997 and returned to 
Croatia to work for Youth for Christ Croatia, serving as 
national director for 12 years. She is a contributor to Global 
Youth Ministry: Reaching Adolescents around the World, 
which is being released this spring by Zondervan/Youth 
Specialties. 

“We did need help, and we were happy that people were 
coming in to help,” she says of the war’s immediate after-
math, when she and other refugees didn’t “know which side 
was up.” They needed soap and clothes and basic supplies. 
But, she says, as you start feeling like your old self, you stop 
wanting quite so much help from outsiders.

Jansen compares the feeling to that of a child leaning to 
walk.  At first the child needs and wants help just to stand 

For more informa-
tion about the 

book Global Youth 
Ministry: Reaching 

Adolescents around 
the World, go to Ter-
ryLinhart.com/global-
youth-ministry-book. 

Irena Jansen works to preserve 
the stone walls at Youth for 
Christ’s Eco-Spiritual Camp on 
the island of Cres in Northern 
Croatia.

Irena Jansen counsels young women 
attending Youth for Christ’s camp.
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Yet she also cautions the church in America not to be 
carried away by their emotions and the desire to make 
themselves feel better by helping. What is actually most 
helpful may not always be what feels best to the helper. 

Local resources, local contributions, local church
Steve Corbett is co-author of When Helping Hurts: How to 
Alleviate Poverty without Hurting the Poor…and Yourself, 
assistant professor of community development at Covenant 
College, and community development specialist for the 
Chalmers Center for Economic Development. He affirms 
that what is sometimes most helpful for people in need 
may not give the helper the most personal satisfaction. For 
example, in Haiti “we don’t need Americans to rush down 
there and build houses. We need to find ways to pay Hai-
tians to build houses.” 

He says before we do what we think needs to be done 
to help, we need first to consider such questions as “Why 
would I go do something that would take away work from 

a local Haitian?” Bringing in 
outside resources can hurt the 
local economies of the very 
people we intend to help.

Corbett notes that all too 
often in development we lead 
with outside resources before 
considering local resources. 

This trivializes local contributions. In contrast, for example, 
it was local resources that allowed Nashvillians to revel in 
community spirit and empowerment as they helped each 
other after their flood. Donations from businesses inside the 
community felt less like charity and more like neighbors 
helping neighbors. Outsiders came to help clean and restore 
flood-damaged homes, but they largely supported locally 
initiated relief efforts.

Corbett describes the difference between relief—which 
is immediate, temporary, and about “stopping the bleed-
ing”—and development, which is walking with people 
instead of doing for them. While acting out of well-intended 
compassion, the church often doesn’t acknowledge these 
distinctions. 

Unfortunately, short-term mission 
trips can harm local communities and the 
churches in them, Corbett explains, not-
ing that our manner of involvement 
should reflect the theology that describes 
the importance of the local church. We 
need to be asking ourselves, “How are we 
increasing the testimony of the local 
church—wherever we go to help?”  

The way we help people in need is 
often affected by our understanding of 
poverty, which Corbett describes as a set of broken relation-
ships, rather than a simple lack of material things. Alleviating 
poverty must be about healing broken relationships with 
God, self, others, and the rest of creation.

When poverty keeps people perpetually on the receiver 
side of the provider-receiver dynamic, the shame 
of poverty is continually reinforced, as is the mes-
sage that the poor are not as good as the non-
poor. The providers feel good about themselves 
for helping while unintentionally reinforcing the 
receivers’ low sense of self-worth. 

Because it is harder to measure and report 
statistics on the process of empowerment, 
results-oriented North Americans are often 
impatient with it and with the relationship-build-
ing it requires. Development work that honors 
and empowers is slow and takes a lot of back-
ground work. But as Jansen says, “When locals 
feel they can give and receive too, it creates a 
much healthier atmosphere and a safer place for 
the exchange, a place for the relationship to 
grow.” In any good relationship, both parties have 
something to give.

For additional resources and 
more information on When 
Helping Hurts, go to When-

HelpingHurts.org 

Learn about 
partnering with 
a church in Haiti 

through Adventures 
in Missions at 
Adventures.
org/Haiti/

churchtochurch.asp
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RVCC is partnering with Pastor Pierre’s Gospel Christian 
Church of Haiti to help them fund the school they run, 
which has been meeting under tarp since the earthquake.

Pastor Wilnord Pierre with his wife and children.
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RVCC. “He calls overjoyed about the things happening in 
his community and his church. He sounds like somebody’s 
just poured a cup of blessing over him.”

As AIM missionaries arrived to help with relief efforts 
immediately after the earthquake, they noticed that the 
Haitian church is providing some of the only infrastructure 
in the country, outside of what’s offered by non-Haitian 
NGO aid organizations and governmental groups. The 
resulting vision for one-to-one church partnerships affirms 
the local leadership of Haitian pastors, recognizing that 
partnering with them is a key element in any long-term 
strategy for seeing Haiti flourish. So far nearly 40 US and 
Haitian congregations have entered one-to-one partnerships 
through AIM. More than 120 Haitian churches await an 
American partner.

AIM’s church-to-church partnerships follow a general 
“pray-give-go” model. RVCC and Gospel Christian Church 
have been praying for each other since the beginning of their 
partnership. RVCC has also helped Pierre’s church rent 

property needed to expand the school they run and 
has assisted with paying the school’s teachers, 
who had been working without pay for months 
following the earthquake. Ruggles said RVCC 
is planning to send a group to visit Gospel 
Christian Church during the first quarter of 
2011. They hope that 
eventually they will also 
be able to bring Pierre 
to Ohio to visit and 
preach at their church.

Asked why his 
church chose to par-
ticipate in the partner-
ship, Pierre replied by 
email, “Many people 
might think that the 
answer for that ques-
tion is financial. In my 

church, financial is not our main 
reason to connect with a church, so 

Mutual exchange in action
Following Haiti’s devastating earthquake in Janu-
ary 2010, the parishioners at River Valley Com-
munity Church (RVCC) in Waverly, Ohio, want-
ed to help Haiti. But their pastor, Mike Lawrie, 
asked the church to pray, seeking what they 
could do to help long-term instead of jumping 
in and doing something immediately. After three 
months of prayer, they learned that Journey 
Community Church in La Mesa, Calif., was part-
nering with a church in Haiti through the interde-
nominational mission organization Adventures in 
Missions’ (AIM), a church-to-church partnership 
program. 

While members of Journey Church were in Haiti 
last May, they blogged about some of the pastors they were 
meeting. Members of the RVCC prayer group back in Ohio 
read the blog posts and began to wonder if partnering with 
a church in Haiti was what God had for them, too. One 
pastor in particular, Wilnord Pierre of Gospel Christian 
Church of Haiti, captured their hearts via Journey’s blog 
stories.

By the last week of August, after eight months of 
prayer, RVCC was officially partnered with Pierre and his 
church in Carrefour, a poor community southwest of down-
town Port-au-Prince. Since then Lawrie and members of 
the RVCC prayer group have communicated regularly with 
Pierre through AIM staff and directly through Facebook, 
email, and phone calls. Pierre previously worked as a trans-
lator, so his English is exceptionally good, allowing him and 
Lawrie to talk by phone about once a week.

“The thing about Wilnord that’s really amazing is that 
the guy is always in a fantastic mood,” says Eli Ruggles, a 
RVCC prayer group member and AIM’s point of contact at 

Learn more about 
River Valley Commu-
nity Church (RVCC.

net); read Pastor 
Wilnord Pierre’s 

blog (PastorWilnord.
blogspot.com); and 
check out Journey 

Community Church’s 
Haiti partnership 

blog (JourneyinHaiti.
wordpress.com). 

Pastor Clerhomme prays over a patient who just arrived at the 
church’s health clinic, which opened on the one-year anniversary of 
the earthquake. Dr. Martin Kabongo of UC San Diego (left) was part 
of the Journey team that came to celebrate the opening in January.

Pastor Edouard Clerhomme of the 
Church of God Mission by Faith 
has developed a close relationship 
with Pastor Ed Noble of Journey 
Community Church.
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the main reason we have chosen to participate in the 
church-to-church partnership is to have friends that can 
help our church to grow spiritually and socially, to pray with 
us, to join us in faith to get ready for the day of our Lord 
Jesus.”

Ruggles says the similarities between the two churches 
have helped deepen their connection. Both churches are 
smallish bodies of believers in their contexts (RVCC’s 
Sunday attendance is around 300, and Gospel Christian 
Church has about 60 regularly). RVCC’s congregation is 
composed of many people who work in various capacities in 
southern Ohio school systems—as principals, teachers, 
aids, and bus drivers—so the fact that Pierre’s church runs 
a school really appeals to RVCC members.

“For us as a church, the partnership puts us in a really 
good place because Wilnord’s church doesn’t really have 
anything to offer us other than prayer, but knowing they’re 
there praying for us and that they see us as partners and 
not someone to lean on is a really cool thing,” says Ruggles.

We want to know you
Journey Church’s partnership with Pastor Edouard Cler-
homme and his Church of God Mission by Faith church in 
Carrefour, Haiti, is currently one of the most developed part-
nerships. Since an initial meeting in May between Journey’s 
pastor, Ed Noble, and Clerhomme, teams from Journey 
have traveled to Haiti four times, with a fifth trip cancelled 
in December when airlines temporarily suspended flights to 
Haiti.

One of the primary focuses of the Journey-Mission by 
Faith partnership has been opening the health clinic Cler-
homme’s church had been trusting God to provide. They 
had rented a clinic building for three years but had never 
managed to raise the additional funds to stock and staff it. 
So when Journey asked Clerhomme what they could help 
his church with, the clinic was one of the first things he 

The Chalmers Center for Economic Development 
(Chalmers.org) at Covenant College helps churches to 

help the poor help themselves.

mentioned. The grand opening was held on January 12, the 
one-year anniversary of the earthquake.

“We can’t change the whole country, but we’re com-
mitted to changing life in that one little area that has this 
vibrant church in it, and we can work with that church,” 
says Noble. “The Haitian church becomes the hero, not the 
outsiders coming in.”

Andy Blank, the Journey point person accompanying 
each team to Haiti, says, “Pastor Edouard and his church 
are a focal point of where people in that neighborhood can 
go for basic needs.” Journey helps supply Clerhomme with 
the rice and beans people in his neighborhood need, equip-
ping Mission by Faith church for the community impact 
they were already positioned for.

Through a translator, Clerhomme said he has seen re-
vival in his community since the earthquake and unity that 
wasn’t present before, as people help each other. “One of 
the things we have to offer Journey is that we can pray that 
God will keep blessing Journey Church in everything they 
do. Nothing can be done without prayer, and we want to 
pray for Journey Church as much as we can.”

During a visit to Haiti last October, the 10 team mem-
bers from Journey split into pairs. Each of the five pairs 
visited a different Mission by Faith parishioner’s home. “Part 
of the point of church-to-church is to make it more personal 
and have a relationship,” Blank explains, quoting what one 
of the Haitian hosts told her Journey guests: “A lot of mis-
sionaries come down and provide, but this is the first time 
anyone’s tried to be our friend.”

Kami Rice (kamirice.com) is a Nashville-based freelance 
writer who has traveled abroad to cover stories across Africa 
and in India, London, and Haiti. She relishes the chance to 
connect with Christ’s body around the world.
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Journey members went out in pairs to visit the homes of Pastor Cler-
homme’s congregation. Developing lasting friendships is one of the 
main goals of the partnership.

Journey team member Josh Lawson 
with one of the families from Mission 
by Faith Church.
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