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Brian O’Connell has been involved in
partnership development and international
missions for over 20 years. The founder
and president of REACT Services, he
facilitates understanding and action among
churches and organizations in arenas as
diverse as disaster response, business
development, AIDS, children, refugees,
church planting, and religious liberty advocacy.
Postings: Brian, you have a lot of experience in developing and maintaining missions networks or
“communities” that coalesce around a particular issue
or region. What do these look like?
Brian: There used to be distinction between partnerships,
networks, alliances, and associations, but increasingly we
use whatever words we want
and give definition to them.
All are networks, but a host
of partnering efforts develop
along network lines.
The central questions are:
What can we do together that
we can’t do by ourselves?
What is God doing? Who is
already engaged?
Postings: Why are you so
committed to such networks
and partnerships?
Brian: The value is evident in Jesus’ attitude. We are working together, expressing the unity He desired. And we address issues and topics that are bigger than any one entity.

Partnering is hard work. It takes time and is built on relationships. We in the Western context can do things quicker and
faster. But when we work in relational cultures, we must take
time to build relationships.
Postings: Let’s talk specifically about the Refugee Highway Partnership. What does it look like?
Brian: We use the
term, “highway,”
What can we
because refugees
literally travel on
do together that
highways out of
we can’t do by
their country or out
of their city when
ourselves?”
they are forced to
leave. They may
come to refugee camps or other places where they are processed. This
can take years. Then they travel further down the highway, which may
involve a dangerous sea voyage or a
transcontinental flight, and eventually
get resettled. We as a global church
family can intentionally work together
so that at each stage of their journey
there is a Christian element always
present.
At the global level, the Refugee
Highway develops resources that are
global in orientation. For example, we map the movements
of people—where they are and where they are going. It’s an
ongoing challenge to connect the dots on the highway, i.e. to
follow refugees through their journey.
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The global network put together a database of ministries in
different places, so as refugees travel from a transitional
camp to a country where they are processed, we can connect them to people we know in the city they are going to
next. Twenty years ago, this was impossible, but in the digital era everyone has a cell phone and internet access, so we
are better able to connect people. However, we must
learn to do it in a secure way that is still relational.
Another thing we do globally is sponsor World Refugee
Sunday. Millions of people all over the world participate
in praying for, and exploring potential ministry to, refugees. Our website offers a ton of things to help churches and agencies gain a better understanding.
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vantage of these people’s skills, we first needed churches to
identify them, encourage them, and envision them to see
refugees as a high-need group of people. The training component became significant too.
In North America, we sponsor a Refugee Roundtable to help
churches understand that they can make an impact in their
world by reaching out to international students and refugee
communities.
Postings: What can Western
churches contribute to make
a dent in such a big global
problem?

A lot of on-the-ground ministry takes place at the regional level. Each context is different. In places of rescue or process there may be human trafficking, humanitarian crises, or needs for legal assistance or posttrauma counseling. Regional efforts try to bring those
resources to bear.
Issues in the resettlement areas are
different, and they
differ from region to
region. For instance,
refugee ministry in
North America is
totally different from
that in Europe or
Australia. And therefore the churches
operate ministries
differently in these
places too.

We work on an assetbased model, not a
need-based model…. Everyone has needs, but how do
we take advantage of the
assets already in place…”

But there are some commonalities. The first thing we need
to do is to change the mindset
of people in our churches. So
often there is a fear-based
mentality—a concern that these
refugees are going to take our
jobs or be terrorists. The
church needs to become a welcoming community. We try to help churches make this
shift—whether they are in Beirut, Dallas, or Sydney.
At the local level, we engage specific expertise. A few
years ago we began to recognize the impact of severe trauma. Dealing with the loss of a spouse, parents, or children is
hard enough when you are settled, let alone when you are
on the move. The biggest need was recruiting people with
mental-health and member-care expertise. To take ad-

Brian: Networks help to get
people thinking outside of their
own purview, whether they are
a church, an organization, or a
business. The refugee problem is too big for any of us, so
how can we work together? Once
challenges and solutions are identified, then we can begin to ask what
resources are needed and what different members can provide.
We work on an asset-based model,
not a need-based model. By that I
mean, everyone has needs, but how
do we take advantage of the assets
already in place as well as the assets
that each of us brings to the table?

Most refugees are coming from countries
very resistant to the gospel. When they leave
that behind, their spiritual openness increases substantially. So the opportunity to impact
people for the cause of the Kingdom is huge.
But it has to be done in a holistic, appropriate
way that is not numerically driven.
Postings: Can you give us an illustration
of churches really making a difference?
Brian: Countries like Lebanon and Jordan are staging
grounds for a lot of refugees. North American churches have
come alongside to assist local churches in places like Beirut
and Amman to impact these refugee communities.
For example, the huge populations of Syrian and Iraqi refugees in Lebanon are not prepared for its cold winters.
Churches outside of Lebanon have resourced the church
inside Lebanon by providing blankets and clothes. The local
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churches are the distribution centers. They have the relationships and the on-ground people. It’s an amazing story of
collaboration to see how these Lebanese churches that
aren’t very large have been serving hundreds of families.
The pastor of one of these churches commented recently,
“Just last Sunday we
had Syrians show up at
church. Their clothes
were messy. They
smelled. We had no
room for them.” He
paused. Then with a
big smile he added, “It
was fantastic! As we
give them physical
help, we say, ‘We are
doing this because we are followers of
Jesus.’ And now they want to come to
the church and find out who these people are who served them with such
great compassion.”
Refugee Highway has consultations to
bring people together to talk about
what God is doing. These gatherings
provide a space for relationships to
begin and vision casing to take place.
There are hundreds of these kinds
of initiatives now—at the country,
regional, and global level. We talk
about what assets are in place
and what is God doing to mold the
Body of Christ in that context.
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First we have to slow down, and second, shed our arrogance about our ability to produce success. Long-term sustainable change has to be driven by the locals and the local
leadership. The Westerners’ job is to build scaffolding: encouragement, resources, or some specific collaborative initiative. We guide churches in that process.
Postings: If a church wanted to begin to explore
the needs and opportunities of ministry to refugees, is the Refugee Highway a good place to
start?

Brian: That’s our goal. In some places we are
stronger in certain aspects; in other places, we may
have developed in another direction. For instance, in
Europe we have done well at promoting the idea of
being welcoming communities. In North America, our
strength has been
bringing together
The Westerners’ job
city-based ministries to learn from
is to build scaffolding:
each other what is
encouragement, resources,
working and what
isn’t working. For
or some specific collaborapeople who are
tive initiative.”
just entering the
fray, it is very
helpful not to have
to reinvent the wheel.

Postings: What “value added”
could churches receive from
participation in the Refugee
Highway?
Brian: First, partner churches can
come alongside what God is doing. They are captured by a vision
to be engaged with a particular
people, issue, or region. Churches, especially in North America,
often think they have a lot of answers and resources. “Answers” are often the problem, and
resources are rarely the solution. Rather, it is how we come
alongside what God is doing in effective collaboration. The
Refugee Highway helps churches avoid costly mistakes.
Many churches have had bad experiences with efforts
where relationships are dysfunctional. A lot has to do with
managing expectations, building open-handed relationships.

In regional meetings, we try to connect local efforts to what is going on globally. For example,
when the North American Refugee Roundtable
met last spring, people who are part of the global
work provided information about current efforts.
We try to bring regional facilitators in to talk
about what is going on in their area.
Postings: What is required for a church to be
an effective member of one of these groups?
Is it primarily for large churches that can
fund large projects? Must someone from the
church attend a lot of overseas meetings? Is
experience or expertise needed?
Brian: None of those are essential. The most
important characteristic is an understanding of how to work
in multi-cultural settings. Westerners are typically very direct
and are outcome based and measurement driven. Instead,
you have to come and listen, and build relationships.
Postings: Does the Refugee Highway connect with other
global efforts?
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Brian: Yes, for example, the Religious Liberty Partnership
focuses on serving the persecuted church. Since a lot of
refugees are fleeing
persecution, there is
overlap.
One of the leaders of
the Refugee Highway
partnership is also a
leader in the Global
Children’s Forum. Together we can address
questions like what
kinds of programs and
resources are needed to
serve children in refugee camps or places of process. But a lot of refugee ministries aren’t children’s ministries and vice versa. Here’s
where the church can come into play, because the most
creative, talented people in any church are in charge of children’s ministry. We say, come and help us!

What refugee ministries are happening in your region?
Read Catalyst’s blog, The Refugees in your Jerusalem and
Judea. Then ask questions or share information about what
churches in your community are doing to serve refugees.
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