Thoughts on Giving

Here are seven thoughts on our annual dilemma - burden? cross to bear? joy? wakeup call? de facto referendum? All or none of the above? 

I mean giving, or stewardship, a mystery we try to resolve by analyzing numbers, when what we need to do is understand people and manage good process. 

First, people give to people, not to a budget. They give because they have found significant relationships in the congregation, or because they feel close to the clergy, or because someone asked, person-to-person. 

Or they refuse to give, or give marginally, because none of those conditions is met. Whining about the budget leads nowhere. Teaching about stewardship only works when they are receptive, but teaching itself doesn't make them receptive. 

Second, people give to a vision - not a mission statement, not a grandiose expression of intent or values, but a practical, reasonably verifiable vision of what this congregation is about. If the congregation is engaged in activities that resonate with the giver's better self, then the giver will be generous. People like to feel part of something good and noble. 

Third, be transparent. Members need to know how their church is doing. That means trends in attendance, new members, giving, spending, and more. Metrics need to look at seven to ten years, to reveal meaningful trends. When only a few know the numbers, confidence erodes and trust fades. This doesn't mean publishing reams of statistics, but a few key measures. Members need to believe that their church is in good hands. 

Fourth, stop whining about the budget. If the budget is tight, that is a management problem, not the people's fault. 

Fifth, be responsible in budgeting. Churches have fallen into the habit of budgeting "on the come," as they say in poker. They take actual pledges and add a "hope factor," and then they plan to spend 105% of that unrealistic number. Calling it a "faith budget" or a "challenge budget" doesn't mask the irresponsibility of tying salaries, operating expenses and mission giving to phantom income. 

Sixth, adjust for inflation. At actual inflation (averaging 2.83% since 2000), a pledge of $1,000 in 2000 is worth $821 in today's purchasing power. People need to know that an unchanged pledge is, in fact, a reduced pledge. They need to know that "holding the line" on spending is as unrealistic as phantom income. A flat spending plan means a reduction in goods and services. 

Finally, keep it short. I know that "year-round stewardship" is a popular buzz-word. But in my opinion, the best practice is to do an effective, well-coordinated and high-energy campaign, let everyone know it is coming, get it over with in a few weeks, and then deal with the outcome. Don't keep "passing the plate" until you get what you want.

