Building Effective Spiritual Partnerships in Cambodia


The country of Cambodia is experiencing great mercy and grace from the Lord Jesus Christ. Most countries within the 10/40 Window either forbid or greatly restrict any form of organized Christian missionary work. Most Buddhist countries are closed to foreign missionary efforts and actively seek to hinder conversion to Christianity. Cambodia, however, with its fifteen million people, is both within the 10/40 Window and Buddhist—and it is completely wide open to church-planting missions—for the time being.


Christians from all over the world have responded quickly to this fairly recent open door in Southeast Asia. Beginning in the mid 1990s, a large wave of Christian missionaries and organizations began to pour into Cambodia. Alongside these, the Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Baha’i faith, and radical Islam also are aggressively seeking converts. One bright spot is that the Lord has raised up a significant number of Fundamental Independent Baptist missionaries in Cambodia, and these are all fervently laboring for the gospel, though most have been there for less than five years and are still learning the Khmer language.


Because Cambodia is such a poor country, both Christian and secular organizations are spending enormous sums of money and manpower on social aid and development. Because of its fascinating past (with its ancient temples), its involvement in the Vietnam War, the ensuing Khmer Rouge holocaust, and its current underdevelopment, Cambodia is very popular.


There has been an evangelistic explosion with numerous evangelistic tracts being published and distributed. Bibles are plenteous, Christian radio is heard, and Christian movies are broadcast regularly on television. The “Jesus Film” seems to have been in every corner of the countryside. Many church buildings are going up all along Cambodia’s roadways, even in remote places. The capital city of Phnom Penh has various forms of Christian activity “on every corner” so to speak.


Yet even with all this activity, the professed Christian population is still around one percent. The greatest tragedy does not lie here; the vast majority of that one percent does not understand the true Gospel of Jesus Christ! Charismaticism rules professed Christianity, and most ministries are supported through foreign funds. A great majority of the followers follow Christ in order to obtain financial benefit. There are very few local churches that are in any way close to the New Testament church example, either in faith or in practice.


What then is the greatest need for the country of Cambodia in its present situation? What is the best way for American Fundamental churches to help spread the gospel and to help foster a Fundamental, indigenous, church-planting movement in Cambodia (and other Two-Thirds World countries)? We believe very strongly that the answer lies in Western churches’ building effective spiritual partnerships with the national church through sending God-called cross-cultural workers who will commit themselves to learning the language and understanding the culture. These cross-cultural missionary/evangelists should in turn build spiritual, not financial, partnerships with the national churches and their leaders.

What do we mean by “spiritual” as opposed to “financial” partnerships? The New Testament describes the ministries of missionaries such as Paul as purely spiritual ones. Paul was never a sponsor of mission churches, nor was he financially dependent on them. Paul went out of his way to maintain this purely spiritual relationship with his flocks. His authority and influence over the believers came only from the Scriptures he preached and practiced, not from the money he was giving.

We believe that churches in America can best help the cause of Christ in Cambodia by financially partnering with American missionaries—ones who will strive to understand the language and culture of the national believers and who will conduct their ministries in an indigenous fashion from the very beginning. It is the missionaries, those who have immersed themselves in the language and culture, who are in the best position to understand the true needs of the national church. They are the catalyst between the Western church and the national church. By assisting in evangelism, church planting, and discipleship, missionaries can develop strong spiritual partnership with the national churches by their teaching and example.


Our desire is to see others who have this burden join our ministry team here in Cambodia. We are praying that the Lord would raise up four more American couples with this same desire of building effective spiritual partnerships with the national church in Cambodia and thus help lay a solid foundation for the gospel in this special place.
Forrest McPhail and Chris Seawright are missionaries to Cambodia under Gospel Fellowship Association Missions. They can be contacted via e-mail at cseawright@gfamissions.org.

