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INTRODUCTION

The Problems of Patronage


I ALWAYS DREADED SEEING ALISHER ON THE STREET. He was a great guy, but he always did something that made me feel awkward. Alisher was the government official who oversaw our neighborhood in Central Asia. With an entrepreneurial personality, he assumed responsibility to help meet needs in the community. So Alisher often asked our family for help, and we gave whenever possible. But over time, our interactions became awkward. Whenever I encountered Alisher on the street, he eagerly found a bystander to whom he could boast of my contributions. “When the children have needs,” he proclaimed, “Jayson always helps! He gave computers to our office. His business employs many people! His organization pays for a basketball league!” For me as a Westerner, his incessant praise felt uncomfortable, even embarrassing. Why was Alisher publicizing my contributions to other people? What did that accomplish in his mind?

Ted and Vicky were American Christians who served in Afghanistan. They found it difficult to give money to people in a helpful manner. Giving charity to a beggar sometimes led to a mob of people demanding money. But giving a loan often broke the relationship because the borrower would disappear to avoid the shame of being unable to repay. One day Ted and Vicky received money from American friends to help their poor neighbor Hamida. They considered the best way to help and decided to anonymously pay off her family’s large debt at the local market. Ted asked the shopkeeper, a good friend, not to share with anyone what they were doing. But the next day, Hamida burst into their house and demanded they get the money back from the shopkeeper. She feared the neighbors would find out and call her family “beggars,” thus ruining their reputation. After that incident, neighbors approached Ted and Vicky on the street with honey-sweet greetings, asking them to come visit their homes. For Westerners and Afghanis, finances play a very different role in relationships. But why? What are the unmentioned expectations?

In Luke 16, Jesus tells a strange story to his disciples. A man was dishonest at work, so his boss fired him from the job. Before word spread about his misdeeds throughout the community, he cut secret deals with all the people who owed his boss money—“Just give me half of what you owe, and I will give you a receipt showing you paid in full.” When the boss found out about these secret deals, he commended his dishonest employee! Why would Jesus tell a story that praises someone for financial deceit? How should we understand Jesus’ ethic of money and relationships?

These three stories portray a stark reality—cultures approach money and relationships very differently. In many cultures of the world, patronage functions as the social “operating system” that shapes relationships. In the paradigm of patronage, rich people are expected to help meet material needs, and the receiver is obligated to repay with honor. These expectations of patronage are culturally hardwired into the societies in which Alisher, Hamida, and Jesus lived. But unfortunately, Westerners are hardly aware of this cultural reality, and this creates problems at various levels. Since patronage is how collectivistic societies operate, understanding patron-client relationships helps unlock the nuances of global cultures and biblical texts.

An American missionary in Southeast Asia commented to me, “I feel like everyone sees a big P [for patron] stamped on my forehead!” The problem though is that most Westerners are unaware of the big “P.” An Asian American missiologist notes,

In many cases, Westerners who have been taught equality, and the virtues of independence in their culture, are not prepared to understand the intricate rules and expectations of Patron-Client relationships. They are not conscious of their expected role as patrons.1


Western missionaries are unprepared, both culturally and biblically, to handle issues related to patronage in their relationships. They misjudge relationships and stumble through financial situations. Patronage causes confusion and frustration. The dynamics of patronage have strained the joy out of their relationships and have even caused missionaries to prematurely leave their field of ministry.

Patronage creates problems not only for Westerners ministering in other cultures but also for any modern person who reads the Bible. Reading Scripture means entering a different culture and social world. If we ignore the pivotal values of patronage in biblical cultures, we will misinterpret Yahweh’s relationship with Israel, Jesus’ parables, and Paul’s letters. The concept of patronage, as this book explains, is an essential construct for interpreting biblical stories, developing a robust theology, and even worshiping God. Patronage is not just a cultural or missiological issue but also a profoundly biblical and theological one. For me personally, learning about patronage in the Bible and writing this book has significantly reshaped my own theology and spirituality. My heart has grown more inclined to thanking God as my benevolent Patron. A biblical perspective on patronage reframes our relationship with God and adds depth to theological concepts such as faith, grace, and salvation.

Here is our roadmap toward developing a biblical perspective on patronage.

Chapters 1–3 address cultural issues regarding patronage. What is patronage and how does it work? How is patronage expressed in relationships? Why exactly is patronage so frustrating for Westerners? These chapters develop a general cultural model of patronage while also observing some ways patronage can vary across cultures. This framework helps us understand the primary socioeconomic system of Majority World and biblical cultures.

Chapters 4–6 examine biblical models of patronage. How did biblical figures engage relationships in a patronage culture? Yahweh, Jesus, and Paul did not reject the cultural system. They adopted and transformed patronage for kingdom purposes. Biblical patronage, as we see in their examples, is God-centered and life-giving.

Chapters 7–9 articulate theological concepts in light of patronage. How does patronage illuminate our theology of God, salvation, and sin? Since patronage dominated the social world of first-century Christians, it significantly shapes New Testament theology. Patronage helps explain the very nature of the gospel and our relationship with God.

Chapters 10–12 unpack the missional applications of biblical patronage. How and when should Christians engage in patron-client relationships? Which positive elements can be adopted? How should negative elements be transformed? How can we make our patronage relationships more God-centered and life-giving? How does patronage apply to our personal lives and ministries? A biblical paradigm of patronage has profound implications for relationships today.


SOME EXPLANATIONS

In writing this book about patronage, I repeatedly faced three challenges: relationships are complex, cultures are unique, and English is inadequate. I explain these challenges and my provisional solutions because readers will face similar obstacles as they think about patronage.

First, the relational dynamics surrounding patronage are complex. Many missionaries have faced a situation like this: “A disciple-friend asks me for $20 to buy new shoes for his son, and I reflexively think, He spent two days helping me find a car part, so I do owe him . . . but he still owes me $50 from three months ago . . . plus I’ve been teaching him about finances to avoid this very problem . . . and I just recently declined to help another church member with a similar request . . . and the money might be to buy a gift for the dean of his son’s university . . . what should I do!?”

In reality, patronage relationships involve many factors and layers. The complexity of “financial friendships” defies simple rules for crosscultural relationships. This book incorporates biblical teaching, real stories, and practical advice to establish general principles (not rules). A better understanding of patronage in cultural contexts and Scripture allows us to better engage patronage relationships with great fruitfulness.

Second, patronage takes on a unique shape in every culture. There is not a one-size-fits-all model of patronage for every culture. My comments about patronage are simply generalizations—a description of the socioeconomic similarities that most Majority World cultures share in common, especially when compared to Western cultures.

Understanding patronage means balancing the tension between broad generalizations and particular expressions. This book presents a general model for patronage but also features case studies from many countries around the world—Afghanistan, Cambodia, Cameroon, China, Haiti, Honduras, Kyrgyzstan, Malawi, the Philippines, Russia, Thailand, and the United States. I also discuss patronage in ancient cultures like biblical Israel, the Greco-Roman empire, and medieval Europe. The general framework for patronage describes tendencies that are generally true of collectivistic, honor-shame oriented cultures, while the case studies provide more texture and concrete nuance.

Third, the English language is a poor medium for discussing patronage. One day I went to the Department of Driver Services in Atlanta to register our family’s car. After I paid the fees, the clerk handed me my receipt, which said in large font across the top, “Thank You for Your Patronage.” In the market-based economies of the West, the word patron often refers to a customer. (Strangely, the English word client also means customer.) This popular meaning of patron in English is entirely different than the Majority World phenomenon of patronage discussed in this book.

Here is the issue. Patron-client relationships are far less prominent in the English-speaking cultures. Since words derive their meaning from social contexts, and the English language is not naturally used in contexts of patronage, English words fail to capture the nuance and depth of social dynamics related to reciprocal relationships. Discussing patronage in English is like using ancient Latin to explain the internet—the words are not meant for such a task. My solution in this book is to use a variety of terms that evoke patronage. These words at times do feel unnatural but seem to prove workable.

The system: patronage, benefaction, clientage

The giver: patron, benefactor

The motive: generosity, kindness, beneficence, benevolence

The object: gift, favor, grace, benefit, benefaction

The action: to help, to provide benefaction, to gift

The receiver: client, beneficiary

The expectation: obligation, social debt, reciprocity, loyalty, allegiance, trustworthiness, faithfulness, gratitude, gratefulness, thankfulness

A discussion on patronage can open a can of worms. The topic is controversial and prompts many questions, both theoretical and practical. To make this book concise and accessible I have intentionally avoided technical conversations. Readers who want to further engage patronage should consult the bibliography of further reading in Appendix 1. Readers seeking guidance for practical ministry should realize that a short book about a broad topic cannot solve every problem related to patronage. Rather than offering a three-step process, this book introduces a new paradigm and gives some positive examples and potential applications so that we can be more confident and creative in our ministries. In a way, learning to navigate patronage is like learning a new language—we learn best through practice and experience. Reading a book does not make us proficient in a new language, but it introduces the main points to enhance the learning process. We approach the topic of patronage as a new framework or skill for deeper relationships, not as a how-to method for instant results. With those qualifications in mind, let’s discuss how patronage works.
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1

THE MEANING OF PATRONAGE


PATRONAGE, SIMPLY PUT, is a reciprocal relationship between a patron and a client. Patrons are the superior party with resources and power to help other people. Their favors and benefits take many forms, such as covering the hospital expenses for a sick person, hosting a feast, procuring the documents for a friend’s business, allowing farmers to cultivate their fields, building a new road, etc. Patrons use their influence and wealth to ensure other people’s security and survival. Their generosity protects and provides for the people under their care.

Clients, on the other hand, are social inferiors who attach themselves to a patron in order to secure protection and resources. To maintain the patronage relationship, clients must reciprocate when they receive help from the patron. But the client is not as wealthy as the patron, so instead of repaying financially, they repay by honoring the patron. A client offers obedience, gratitude, allegiance, and solidarity to the patron. Clients demonstrate their loyalty in a variety of ways—they vote for the patron running for public office, fight on the patron’s behalf, offer public praise at any opportunity, offer token gifts, and do symbolic acts of service. These actions honor the patron. The client seeks to enhance the patron’s reputation, often at great personal cost, hoping such loyalty will be rewarded by the generous patron. Figure 1.1 visualizes the reciprocal relationship between patrons and clients.

Patrons are the “haves,” clients are the “have-nots,” and patronage is when the “haves” solve the problems for the “have-nots.” The patron provides for the client’s material needs, and the client meets the patron’s desires for social status. Paul Hiebert explains,

The patron, like a parent, is totally responsible for the welfare of his clients. . . . Clients in fact can ask a patron for whatever they think he may grant, but this is not considered begging—no more than Christians think they are begging when they ask God for help. Clients for their part, must be totally loyal to their patron. . . . The patron gains power and prestige within the society, and the client gains security.1


Patronage is generally defined as a “reciprocal, asymmetrical relationship.”2 Each word in this definition denotes a crucial aspect of patronage. First, patronage is a relationship, not some legal arrangement. Patronage involves an enduring parent and child type of commitment, not a one-time financial contribution or business deal. The exchange of resources creates and cultivates an ongoing relationship. But to their own peril, Westerners mistakenly “describe the relationships between a patron and a client as contractual, like a business, rather than as familial.”3
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Figure 1.1. The patronage relationship


Also, the relationship of patronage is reciprocal. There is a mutual exchange of resources. Each side in the relationship gives something, whether material (e.g., money, protection) or social (e.g., loyalty, praise). There is an expectation, perhaps even a moral obligation, that the receiver will repay the debt. Each side benefits because the other side gives, and this creates an ongoing reciprocity that deepens the relationship.

Finally, these reciprocal relationships are asymmetrical, or unequal. The patron has a higher social status than the client. They are not peers. The difference in status is an inherit aspect of the patron-client relationship.4 Patronage allows unequals to interact and exchange resources in a mutually beneficial manner, but without jeopardizing their social distinction. In summary, the core features of patronage are relationship, reciprocity, and asymmetry.


KEY ASPECTS OF PATRONAGE

The system of patronage is not a simple mechanical procedure but the interaction of various social dynamics working together to enhance social bonds and facilitate exchanges. Here are common characteristics of relationships in patronage cultures: social pyramids, superiority/inferiority, relational imbalance, mediation, power brokers, social capital, clout, gifts, connections, reciprocity, obligations, “friends,” loyalty, generosity, benevolence, favoritism, honor, and shame. From this list, three particular aspects—social capital, brokers, and honor—propel the cycle of patron-client exchanges. So we examine them in more depth.

Social capital. Western economies mostly use financial currency to exchange goods and resources. If you buy a jacket at Target, you pay twenty-five dollars in cash. If you rent a room through Hotels.com, you pay seventy-nine dollars with your credit card. An American can make dozens of transactions in a single day but exit each interaction without any relational obligation. Paying money absolves our (social) debt, and the receipt confirms our independence from the seller.

In contrast, Majority World cultures often use a different currency to exchange resources. People in reciprocal relationships barter “social capital.” For example, if you host a lunch, you accrue two credits of social capital. If you built a new stadium in town, then you’d get one hundred credits! Of course, there are no physical receipts or monthly statements in the system of patronage; people track account balances in their minds. The Turkish people have a proverb about hospitality: “The memory of one tea lasts forty years.” People invest their resources (e.g., time, labor, gifts, marriageable children) to accrue a more positive social status. When relationships are essential for getting resources, a person’s reputation and social capital are immensely valuable assets.

According to sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, social capital is the ability to access resources through social networks and relationships. A person’s social capital “depends on the size of the network of connections he can effectively mobilize and on the volume of the capital.”5 Relationships equal wealth. Compared to financial capital, social capital is an intangible currency, for it only exists within the context of specific relationships and communities.

The Chinese concept of guanxi is an example of social capital. The word guanxi refers to a person’s network of mutually beneficial relationships, particularly in the business world. People maintain the socioeconomic order by relating with others in a hierarchical fashion. Such guanxi networks are built upon mutual obligations, relational trust, and implicit reciprocity. Leveraging guanxi in business is not considered bribery but is actually expected. People feel obliged to trade favors and cooperate with others in their guanxi network of relationships. This is the nature of social capital.

Brokers. Ricardo grew up playing music in Ecuador. One day he was invited to play drums for a band that was organized by the sons of a police colonel. The band had a great show, and Ricardo became part of that family band. Over time his relationship with the family deepened, and he became one of them. In a country where danger abounds, having a police colonel as a friend was helpful. For Ricardo that meant they would help anytime he needed. So once Ricardo’s relatives learned about his relationship with the colonel’s family, they had a new level of respect for him. Ricardo’s family viewed him as a “broker” who could connect them to the police colonel and thus help ensure their safety and security. Without some intermediary, Ricardo’s family could not gain access to the powerful police colonel.

The social gap between patrons and clients can be extreme, and thus insurmountable. Lowly clients cannot directly approach powerful patrons. Bridging the social gap requires a “broker,” a trusted intermediary who links the two parties together. “By possessing strategic contact with the wealthy, the broker bridges the social chasm between patron and client in a way that is profitable for both parties.”6 The term broker is not an official title, but a general description for people who use connections to facilitate access. Brokers know somebody who can help. By facilitating the exchange between patron and client, the broker accrues honor. In the end, brokerage creates a winning situation for all three parties—patron, broker, and client.

Recall the story of Elisha and the wealthy Shunammite woman who provided patronage for Elisha’s itinerant ministry (2 Kings 4). Whenever Elisha passed through town, she provided a meal, and she even built a furnished bedroom for Elisha (2 Kings 4:8-10). Though she never asked for any favors, Elisha offered to reciprocate. “Since you have taken all this trouble for us, what may be done for you? Would you have a word spoken on your behalf to the king or to the commander of the army?” (2 Kings 4:13). To repay her generosity, Elisha offered to mediate access to the ruling powers. Elisha presented himself as a broker in the system of patronage.

The nuances of brokerage create a web of relationships with fluid social roles. For example, a broker functions as both patron and client. To the superior person, the broker is a special yet subservient client. And for the inferior person, the broker is the functional patron who provides access to benefits and so deserves gratitude. As a result, society functions as an interlocking network of obligations and social bonds. Aspects of patronage, brokerage, and clientage become woven into all social relationships. The relational connectivity of these patronage networks stabilizes and defines the community.

Honor (and shame). Patronage is a system for acquiring honor. The sharing of resources converts financial assets into social status. The wealthy share money to gain honor. In ancient Greco-Roman society, patronage allowed people

to accrue honor, status and worth for oneself and before others. . . . For a person’s self-estimation as worthy (dignus) to become a social-estimation, it had to be confirmed by those whose opinion mattered. One way to achieve this honorific outcome, as least within elite circles, was by displaying one’s social worth through acts of generosity.7


In fact, the Greek word philotimia (literally, “love of honor”) was a word for public benefaction.8 Patrons obtain social prominence by publicly displaying their fortune. This pursuit of honor and glory propelled the system of patronage.

Patronage increases a person’s honor in two ways. First, exchanging resources solidifies a person’s relational network. Gifts form and enhance social bonds. And in cultures that measure status by who a person knows, those social bonds enhance status. In other words, acts of patronage create a network of clients, which increases a patron’s honor. “The patron gains honor through the widespread knowledge that he can sustain a large body of clients.”9

Second, patronage demonstrates that a person is relationally trustworthy, which is a prominent character virtue. Since patronage is not enforced with legal contracts or written agreements, people invest in relationships only with trustworthy people. As a person fulfills the expectations of patronage, their trustworthiness increases, which in turn allows access to more relationships which means more status. Patrons (and clients) who “stay true” and “keep faith” gain honor.

Along with the carrot of honor, the stick of shame also motivates patronage. Communities use shame to pressure the patrons into sharing resources. The failure of a rich person to share resources is a cardinal disgrace in collectivistic cultures. A missionary in West Africa explained to me, “The worst sin here is to have money and not share it with others. You can be a thief, a drunkard, or a fornicator and society may forgive you, but not if you are ungenerous.”10 Failing to be a patron as the community expects brings tremendous disgrace. Dio Chrysostom, a rich politician in first century Rome, encountered this social reality. During a grain shortage, a mob accused him of not sharing his wealth with the community. The citizens singled him out for dishonor, threatening to stone and burn him. Note the logic: when the rich do not share, they deserve shame. Patrons in ancient Rome gave help in order to curry favor and win public office. Once elected, they faced pressure to continue being generous. Client-voters used the threat of shame to exert pressure on their patron-politicians.11 Dio Chrysostom defended himself by citing examples of his generous and honorable behavior. He boasts that he did not deprive his poor neighbors of their possessions or evict them from their small holdings, as less benevolent politicians might have done. Through such benevolence he managed to avoid shame (Or. 46:7-8).

The threat of shame also propels clients to respond properly. Clients must return favors with thanks. Ungrateful clients who do not reciprocate are dis-graced, i.e., removed from favor(s). They are shamed as unworthy recipients. In light of these honor-shame dynamics, we could summarize the moral calculus of patronage relationships as such:


	Patrons gain honor by being generous and are shamed for being stingy.


	Clients gain honor by being loyal and are shamed for being ungrateful.







THE MORALITY OF PATRONAGE

For many cultures, the reciprocal generosity of patronage is a moral obligation. Patrons must give favors and clients must give thanks, lest they jeopardize their own reputation and the unifying fabric of society. So when an affluent person fails to follow the prescribed role of patron, he or she “is considered cold and uncaring and unsuitable as a patron.”12 For the recipients, gratitude is also a moral category. The failure to respond in thanks indicates a moral deficiency. Gifts create a new condition, a new relationship that must be properly acknowledged. In these ways the dynamics of patronage and social reciprocity are innately moral.

Dr. Richard Shweder, a professor of cultural psychology at the University of Chicago, researches the moral reasoning of cultures around the world. His explanation of morality in non-Western societies is essentially patronage. Collectivistic cultures perceive ethics, he says, as

obligations engendered through participation in a particular community. . . . Powerful persons take care of their “subjects”: family members, employees, fellow cast members. Along with hierarchy there is an obligatory responsibility for others. The less powerful respond with gratitude and loyalty that “sticks” when the chips are down.13


Reciprocity is a moral obligation. Failing to give as one ought is ethically wrong. There are no laws against stingy patrons or ungrateful clients, but there are obvious social consequences. The notion that “reciprocity = virtue” lies at the core of collectivistic cultures. In their minds, moral people know how to be good patrons and clients. For this reason, Greco-Roman philosophers like Aristotle, Cicero, and Seneca discussed benefaction in the context of ethics (not cultural anthropology). The opening words of Seneca’s book about benefaction declare, “There is almost most nothing, I would claim, more harmful than our ignorance of how to give and receive benefits” (Ben 1.1.1). Ancient philosophers described patronage so that people would offer gifts and reciprocate in a virtuous, respectable manner.

The importance of generosity in Arab cultures illustrates the virtue of patronage and reciprocity. In Arabic, the same word kareem refers to both generosity and virtue. Arabs consider generosity to be the opposite of iniquity. The Arabic word for honor/dignity, karameh, comes from the same root as generosity. So to show generosity, in essence, is to possess honor. Generosity for Arabs is not a charitable act but a character virtue, something that reveals the core of who someone is.14

In sum, patronage is foremost a system of social ethics centered around relational loyalty and honor.15 This of course does not imply that all forms of patronage are moral or honorable. Some people corrupt and manipulate the system for their own gain, as later chapters discuss.




THE LANGUAGE OF PATRONAGE

While living in Central Asia I operated a small weight gym. One day a muscular wrestler approached me, saying, “Hey Jayson, let me be your ‘roof’!” In Russian, roof is the slang word for “patron.” His comment was a coded offer to protect my business from other thugs in exchange for free gym membership. Even though I knew what he meant, I was curious to learn more about his offer. So with a confused expression, I looked up at the ceiling and said, “But we already have a good roof. It has no leaks!” This forced him to spell out, rather sheepishly, what he meant by roof—someone who uses his strength and connections to protect others.

Cultures use various words for the concept of patron. Examples include roof (Russian), shepherd (Arabic), backrest (Cambodian), shade (Thai), the first (Korean), lord (medieval Europe), and even savior (ancient Greek). When referring to patrons, people typically use street-level euphemisms, not technical terms. Scholars recognize that patronage is “a general type of personal relationship that may occur in any society under widely different names and appearances.”16 For this reason, one must be aware of the local vocabulary for patrons, clients, and patronage to correctly understand and navigate patronage in local contexts. As you explore patronage dynamics in a specific context, look for the terms and metaphors that refer to the reality of patronage.

Contemporary literature uses various English terms for the phenomenon of patronage. “Patron,” from the Latin patronus, has become a general sociological term, though the word originally meant a legal-defender in Roman society.17 “Benefactor” is a Roman translation of the Greek term euergetōn, which originally referred to a sponsor of public works, but is now broadly used as a synonym for patron. Old Testament scholars refer to ancient Near Eastern patron-kings as a suzerain, an etic term from the French word for “sovereign.” In cultural anthropology, the phrase “big man” refers to an influential tribal leader. These terms are not exact synonyms, but all generally refer to the leader of a reciprocal, asymmetrical relationship. For the sake of simplicity, this book mostly uses the language of “patron/age” and “benefaction.”




THE CAUSES OF PATRONAGE

Why does patronage happen? How does patronage become the de facto system in a society? The two main causes of patronage are (1) socioeconomic inequality and (2) the lack of formal institutions.

Widespread economic inequality leads to patronage. Inequality means that a minority of people control most of the wealth and power. The elite live comfortably while the powerless live an impoverished existence on the margins. The poor are only one injury away from death or one failed crop away from utter ruin. Economic disparity means the poor face the constant threat of destitution unless they find some way to secure resources. The Roman politician Seneca said, “It is only through the interchange of benefits that life becomes in some measure equipped and fortified against sudden disasters” (Ben. 4.18.1).

Inequality alone does not necessitate patronage. For example, the United States is one of most wealth-unequal countries in the world,18 yet patronage is not prevalent in America. The reason is because formal institutions in America allow access to key resources. For example, an insurance company may provide $100,000 to a family when a parent dies, the government gives food stamps to the hungry, and universities offer career training. These institutions allow Western individuals to access resources apart from patronage networks.

Patronage becomes essential when such formal institutions are weak—or absent. When state bureaucracies do not provide safety and services, people must know someone of influence to get what they need. To survive in a world marked by inequality and weak institutions, they need a patron to cover their backs. The best hope of security and stability is not in legal protections but in powerful patrons who can bend others to their will. Attaching oneself to a patron is the most realistic way to survive and move ahead in life. Poorer citizens do not seek patrons because they are lazy or incompetent, but because patronage is a strategic necessity in their context. Clients feel vulnerable, so they seek pragmatic alliances for covering. In contexts marked by inequality and weak institutions, people access resources through a network of patronage relationships.




CONCLUSION

This chapter has explained the meaning and nuances of patronage. This provides a set of “hermeneutical glasses” to better interpret situations shaped by patronage.

Patronage is not like a board game with an official rulebook containing step-by-step instructions for the player.19 Instead, people in Majority World contexts intuitively know how to function in “reciprocal relationships among unequals.” For most people in the world, patron-client relationships are not theoretical but the natural way that relationships function in everyday life. Patronage is the air people breathe. Consequently, patronage permeates relationships throughout society, as the next chapter explores.
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EXPRESSIONS OF PATRONAGE


IN MANY CULTURES, patronage is the modus operandi for relationships.1 The Roman philosopher Seneca exalted benefaction as the “sacred bond” of shared humanity (cf. Ben 18.5; 19.9). The ideology of patronage is a ubiquitous framework that structures most relationships. Patronage is the grammar that people tacitly assume for social interactions.

Patronage is a default system that shapes many types of relationships, like a golden thread woven through society. As a result, patronage lends itself to many variations.2 Some examples of patron-client relationships include parent-child, saint-devotee, ancestor-descendant, godparent-godchild, government-citizen, lord-vassal, landlord-tenant, politician-voter, general-soldier, donor-recipient, teacher-student, and host-guest. To illustrate concrete expressions of patronage, this chapter describes three of these common patronage relationships. Then we examine a story about Jesus, with several layers of patronage.


GOVERNMENT AND CITIZENS

I grew up in a conservative community in rural America. So I learned the usual stereotypes about the Soviet Union—a godless nation where people had no freedoms and waited for hours to get bread. Then in 2002 I moved to a post-Soviet country in Central Asia. When I asked locals about their lives during the former Soviet Union era, they shared a different narrative: the Soviets provided education, built factories, and constructed homes; everybody had a decent job and stable life. Central Asians themselves loved the Soviet Union and wished it would return!

When I asked people about the lack of personal freedoms and individual rights during the Soviet era, they responded, “Yeah, but the Soviets provided for us. I studied in Europe and traveled the world with the Red Army. Now I drive a taxi all day just to feed my family. How is this better?” Central Asians did not prioritize a democratic government. Rather, they would willingly sacrifice personal freedoms for security and prosperity. This explains the positive memories of the Soviet Union. The central government functioned as a patron: we’ll take care of you in exchange for your loyalty. Many citizens gladly accepted this arrangement.

Patronage is the implicit social contract between many governments and their citizens. The legitimacy of authoritarian governments comes from their ability to provide goods for their citizens. Prime examples of governmental patronage include the Communist Party in China, the Saud family in Saudi Arabia, Hugo Chavez (d. 2013) in Venezuela, Vladimir Putin in Russia, and ancient Roman Caesars.3 The president is the top patron who dispenses resources to retain political power. Their mandate to govern is not from elections, so they effectively purchase their right to govern with benevolence like public housing, free utilities, and economic growth. This notion of patronage also explains political leadership in Africa:

Traditionally, [African] chiefs lived at the economic level of their fellow citizens because they gave away their wealth as fast as it came to them. They had high social position, but economically were on the level only a little above that of their subjects. . . . Present-day leaders in Africa who are unable or unwilling to distribute economic benefits to their followers have difficulties in maintaining their leadership and authority and retaining their followers.4


The social contract of patronage is rather simple: leaders provide and citizens follow. In this framework, leaders interpret dissent as a personal affront on their honor as patrons, so they retaliate harshly to preserve face. The liberal values of free speech and individual rights play second fiddle to the leader’s public reputation.5




HOST AND GUEST

In 2015 Abdul Dostum, an accused warlord from northern Afghanistan, became Afghanistan’s vice president.6 His political style mingles hospitality and patronage to maintain power. The New York Times article about Dostom’s leadership style, entitled “Full Bellies Are the Measure of Afghan Influence and Hospitality,” opens with this cultural description:
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