


Money does not have to be the 
hardest thing you do at  church. 

There is an alternative to nonstop fundraising, convincing peo-
ple to give more—or simply cutting the budget. This approach
lets you discover what you bring to church finances that you
already have, rather than simply teaching you the latest
fundraising technique.

Learn how you can:

u become more thoughtful about the financial
challenges you and your church face

u see money—and your own leadership strategies—
from a different perspective

u bring more calm and creativity to recurring and
unexpected problems in funding ministry

u concentrate on long-term ministry goals and strategic
persistence to get financial support for those goals

u focus on yourself and what you can impact directly
rather than trying harder to convince others to give
more or make different financial decisions 

u enjoy the stewardship process rather than dreading it
each year

u reduce your overall stress about church finance.
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www.margaretmarcuson.com/moneyandyourministry:
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u Additional tips on money and ministry.
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Praise for Money and Your Ministry:

In Money and Your Ministry,Margaret Marcuson skillfully identifies
attitudes and actions that continually thwart church financial flour-
ishing without well-meaning pastors and congregants ever knowing
how or why. Marcuson effectively shows us, through case studies and
careful observation, how learning more about what we believe and
how we behave regarding money is the key to intentionally embracing
money as a divine blessing, rather than softly dreading it as a necessary
bother—if not evil. I found this to be a faithful, meaningful, and even
fun read!

— KIRK BYRON JONES, author of 
Fulfilled: Living and Leading with Unusual Wisdom, Peace, and Joy

Readers who come to Money and Ministry: Balance the Books While
Keeping Your Balance seeking advice on encouraging greater generos-
ity will find it—and more. Margaret Marcuson challenges leaders to
consider first their own hearts before seeking to grow the hearts of oth-
ers. Her message is clear: as goes the pastor’s relationship with money,
so goes the congregation’s.

— REBEKAH BURCH BASINGER, co-author of 
Growing Givers’ Hearts: Treating Fundraising as Ministry

This book on money and ministry will not help leaders learn how to
read a spreadsheet, create a budget, or analyze endowment account re-
ports. Those are necessary skills to have, certainly. Marcuson, however,
presents us with deeper and less talked-about issues related to churches
and money. Oriented from a systems theory perspective, Marcuson ad-
dresses the matter of money and ministry rarely touched upon: coming
to terms with one’s relationship with money and how that impacts
ministry leadership for stewardship.

Throughout the book Marcuson raises generative questions that will
help the reader clarify how her or his relationship with money influ-
ences the capacity to provide pastoral leadership for the congregation.
Her premise that until the pastoral leader resolves his or her personal
issues about money, no amount of�fiduciary expertise will have lasting
impact on the church’s issues about stewardship is “right on the
money.”�

— ISRAEL GALINDO , Associate Dean 
for Lifelong Learning, Columbia Theological Seminary



Praise for Leaders Who Last:

Leaders Who Last is a must for church leaders who want their position
to be more than short term.

—Midwest Book Review

Her solid, hard-won, sometimes playful teaching can refresh a weary
pastor just by reading. 

— DR. HEATHER ENTREKIN on Ethicsdaily.com

Leaders Who Last is a must read for leaders who take themselves too
seriously and/or have the knack for making others dependent on them.
It is an excellent training tool for young ministers and a good refresher
course for experienced—and perhaps frustrated—ministers.

— Baptists Today

http://Ethicsdaily.com
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Foreword

“ T H E  L O V E  O F  M O N E Y, ”  we are told, “is the root of
all evil.” Money is also the source of much anxiety. No doubt,
the two have much to do with one another. Margaret Marcu-
son’s ability to handle money issues reflectively and calmly, and
to urge readers to do the same, is a mark of this work. In dis-
cussing money, she combines a biblical/theological perspective
with the lens of Bowen family systems theory, both of which
speak of a non-anxious approach to monetary issues. Marcuson
breaks the strong taboo to keep talk to a minimum about money
in the church. She is not preachy, but gives witness to her beliefs;
she is not legalistic, yet takes a position.

What drew my attention immediately was what Marcuson
has to say about Bowen theory. I began to think about how my
family informed and shaped my view of money. “Don’t let it
burn a hole in your pocket” was a typical refrain, though I was
urged to spend my money carefully and patiently. Stretch your
dollars was another instruction: “Money does not grow on
trees.” Both family axioms contain the message of scarcity. Still,
the grand theme rested in the statement “Money cannot buy
happiness.” Happiness is not a consumer good. Having does not
always correlate with being. So I was taught to be frugal and to
find contentment beyond material things. A sense of gratitude
and an expectation of responsibility were associated with money.
None of these came readily, but all were worthy of my attention
and action.
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Besides helping us to focus on our family system, Marcuson is
adept at assisting readers to understand money and personal func-
tioning. She offers case studies to illustrate such things as over-
functioning and triangling with regard to money. Self-regulation
is here being given its primary role in our behavioral repertoire.
We know from neurological studies that if we do not corral our
anxiety, we will be at the mercy of the lower, automatic brain,
which is quick to the draw. Then, instead of being thoughtful
about money, we let instinct prevail.

Throughout the book, Marcuson takes on the questions often
asked about money in the church in a logical and fair manner.
Her openness in itself is a model for how we all could deal with
money issues in the church and in our families. Silence and se-
crecy have a lot to do with anxiety. We can all benefit from her
urging to look first at our own relationship with money, and
from there consider the matter in conversation with others. I am
sure those who are interested in exploring stewardship in anx-
ious times will find this volume to be extremely pertinent.

Oh, yes. Marcuson notes that the love of money can be the
ground for evil. She knows that money can certainly be an ob-
stacle for ministry and mission in the church. But for the believer,
it can also be more. It is a gift; it is a blessing. And who can be
anxious about that?

— P E T E R  L .  S T E I N K E
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uc h a p t e r  o n e

Know What You Believe
About Money

Money is a gift that passes through us. But the very 
first gift that passes through us—through each one of 
you and through me—is life itself. Our very existence 

is a gift, of which we are temporary keepers.

— Roger Jones, “Money, Anxiety, and Abundance”1

IN  RECENT  YEARS ,  church leaders’ worries about money, as
well as real bottom-line financial struggles in congregations,
have skyrocketed. Money has always been an anxiety-producing
matter in church life and institutional survival has faced chal-
lenges before, but it all seems harder now. Churches have laid
off staff. Some clergy have seen not merely stagnant salaries but
actual pay cuts. Students who entered seminary with a hopeful
sense of call have graduated with heavy debt and few job possi-
bilities. Whatever your denomination, and whether your title is
pastor, rector, minister, assistant, administrator, or church treas-
urer, you probably know the familiar realities behind this story,
which have led so many of us to increased worry about church
finances.

David, a Lutheran pastor, had been at his parish for ten years.
He had been preaching about money and cajoling people to sup-
port the budget for most of those years. He felt like the grind
was endless: council meetings that ended up in a wrangle about
the financial reports. The president complaining to him about
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the treasurer. The increasing budget challenges every year. It was
wearing him down. The recession had hit the church budget
hard. They had cut back some staff, which meant more work
for him. He was tired. Burned out? No, he didn’t think so. He
noticed, though, he had dreaded coming back from his last va-
cation and facing the financial reports. 

What has been going on in your church lately regarding
money and ministry? Like this pastor, you may be worn out by
the ongoing worry about whether there will be enough. Or you
may be in the middle of a budget crisis that is keeping you awake
at night. Or, conversely, you may be facing a windfall that seems
like a blessing but also raises questions about how your church
makes decisions about money. The question is: How can church
leaders respond to these challenges in ways that give life both to
them and to their churches?

W H AT  T O  E X P E C T

This book is about our relationship with money, and our rela-
tionship with other people around money. Here’s what you can
expect: 

u You will see ways to become more thoughtful about
money in your own life and in the life of your church.

u You will learn how to respond to immediate and
ongoing financial challenges with greater calm and
clarity. 

u You will find new ways to provide a theological and
spiritual foundation for money matters at church.

u You will identify ways of relating to others who are
anxious about finances and church survival without
being thrown off track from your own and the church’s
vision and purpose. 

This approach to financial life is grounded in Bowen family sys-
tems theory, especially as expressed by Rabbi Edwin Friedman,
who applied Murray Bowen’s way of thinking about families to
church life. If these ideas are new to you, you can learn some of
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the basics of family systems thinking and how they apply to
church finance. Whether you know a little or a lot about systems
theory, you will learn more about how systems thinking can help
with a high-anxiety area of ministry and of life: money. We will
focus less on the nuts and bolts of church financial life (stew-
ardship techniques, for example) and more on the bigger picture
of how you manage yourself in relation to money and other peo-
ple. When you manage yourself better, you can think and act
more effectively around the practicalities of money.

In the pages of this book you will meet some clergy who have
struggled with these issues in congregational life and in their
own lives, and who have worked hard to lead in this area in re-
cent years. And you will find some practical suggestions and
questions to help you in your own life and leadership in church
finance. In addition, you will find some specific ways to ground
your life with money in your life of faith and prayer. 

S TA R T  W I T H  T H E  B I B L E

First, let us begin by considering some biblical and theological
bases for our discussion of money. In most of our churches most
of the time, we tend to assume that we do not have enough
money. Even if we have enough right now, we are not sure we
will have enough at the end of the year, or next year. Our vision
is short-term. Practically speaking, we typically plan only one
year at a time, and sigh with relief if the numbers balance or are
close to even. And then we worry that the money pledged won’t
come in next year. Yet the Bible has a different perspective.
Throughout Scripture, from the bounty of Eden and the manna
in the wilderness to Revelation’s tree of life bearing twelve kinds
of fruit, God provides enough and more than enough. The invi-
tation is to trust, with gratitude and celebration—both now and
into eternity.

Still, we are inevitably part of institutions that need not just
manna but also money to open the doors week by week for wor-
ship and for the rest of our ministries. Our church has workers
who need to be paid, from the clergy to the custodian. We want
to deal with the practicalities of ministry while staying grounded
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in the scriptural story that has shaped us. Scripture gives us a
foundation for examining other ideas that can help us make
sense of this thorny topic. To help us think theologically about
money, I suggest we begin with a couple of biblical texts, famil-
iar passages that are not often used to consider money matters:
Luke 5:1–11 (the miraculous catch of fish) and Philippians 2:5–
11 (sometimes called the kenosis passage).

u Luke 5:1–11

When [Jesus] had finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out
into the deep water and let down your nets for a catch.” Simon
answered, “Master, we have worked all night long but have
caught nothing. Yet if you say so, I will let down the nets.”
When they had done this, they caught so many fish that their
nets were beginning to break. (Luke 5:4–6)

In this passage, the call of the disciples in Luke, the disciples felt
like they were “fished out.” They had been working all night,
and they had caught nothing. There were no more resources.
But then, when Peter cast the nets out again at Jesus’ direction,
they are filled to overflowing. It was out of that experience of
Jesus’ abundance that those first disciples followed him. 

Likewise, in our ministries and our churches we can feel like
we are fished out—and particularly with money. There isn’t
enough left, not enough energy, not enough people—and cer-
tainly not enough money. We just do not know what to do. We,
too, have decided to follow Jesus—and sometimes, after the fact,
it seems like we have been working all night and catching noth-
ing. We simply don’t have enough money to carry on the min-
istry we have been called to do. 

Or maybe we do have enough: we have an overabundance, a
surplus, and we do not quite know what to do with it. It’s threat-
ening to sink our boat as we wrangle about decisions. We may
say, like Peter, “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man”
(Luke 5:8). We do not feel up to the task at hand, to fulfilling
the call we have been given, especially when it comes to dealing
with the worldly, risky business of money at church. But, as with
Peter, the calling persists even when we feel inadequate. 
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The promise of this gospel passage is that God will provide
what we need—although not always in the way we expect. Peter
expected neither the catch of fish nor the call. Like him, we can
expect to be surprised along the way. One Baptist pastor of a
small congregation has found himself surprised over and over
again through twenty years of ministry in that place—particu-
larly by the way God has provided when he has let go. Just when
it seems like the church can no longer support its ministry, some-
thing new happens: a surprise gift, new members who turn out
to be generous givers, and most recently a very large unexpected
legacy (which offers its own challenges).

u Philippians 2:5–11

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,
who, though he was in the form of God,
did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited,
but emptied himself, 
taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.

And being found in human form,
he humbled himself
and became obedient to the point of death—
even death on a cross. (Philippians 2:6–8)

The second passage is from one of the most ancient Christian
hymns, found in Paul’s letter to the Philippians. It describes
Christ letting go of everything, taking the form of a slave and
humbling himself to the point of death. “Therefore,” the hymn
continues, “God also highly exalted him and gave him the name
that is above every name” (2:9). Reflection on Jesus’ ultimate
letting go can help us as we deal with our anxieties about money;
spiritual freedom is the ability to have everything or to have
nothing. We can do more than we thought with what we have,
and we have more than we thought. We so often think our re-
sources are not adequate to the task. Yet according to this ear-
liest Christian hymn, Jesus divested in a radical way. He gave
up his divine form. He gave up his heavenly security. Having
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embraced human life, he even gave that up, on the cross. There
was a price to be paid, and he was willing to pay it. And against
all odds and all hope, he received his life back. Jesus’ story can
encourage us to live out of hope, not out of fear. Fear is not what
God wants for us. We need to be smart and careful and use the
skills that the world has to offer, but if we live out of fear, we
will not be living out of God’s will for us and for our churches. 

Paul introduces this ancient hymn by talking about humility:
“Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus” (2:5). If
we are humble in our dealings with each other around money
we will all be better off—mainly by recognizing that it is not
“our” money. We do not gain our identity from how much we
have. The money that we have, give, or manage for the church
is not ours at all. When we are too closely identified with the
money, we are in trouble. We cannot be spiritually and emotion-
ally free, we cannot let go of fear, if we are too attached to our
money, if we think that who we are is dependent on the money.
Rather, the Scripture tells us that God, not our resources, gives
us our identity. 

We must also acknowledge that in other parts of the Bible,
we do find mixed messages about money. David Miller points
out the tensions in both the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures.
There is one strand that “describes wealth as a blessing, a bless-
ing that God wants to shower upon us with abundance. There
is another voice that describes wealth as an obstacle to faith,
and a danger.”2 Abraham the patriarch and David the king both
have untold wealth, a sign of God’s favor, yet the prophets de-
nounce the abuses of the rich. Jesus suggests that it is easier for
someone rich to go through the eye of the needle than to get into
heaven, yet women of means supported his ministry and Joseph
of Arimathea, a rich man, provided Jesus’ own tomb. The early
Christians were largely drawn from the lower levels of society,
yet there were also key patrons such as Lydia, a successful busi-
nesswoman. As Miller points out, even the gospels show a varied
perspective on the views of Jesus himself: Is it “Blessed are the
poor in spirit” (Matthew 5:3) or “Blessed are you who are poor”
(Luke 6:20)?3 These texts mirror our own experience of money
as gift and difficulty, blessing and evil. 
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These various threads in Scripture have been teased out and
used by people to support their own theological, political, and
practical ends. Strands within the church have viewed money
both as dangerous, even evil, and as a sign of God’s blessing.
From St. Peter’s Basilica to St. Francis of Assisi, the Christian
church has run the gamut from luxurious indulgence to outright
rejection of riches. In our day, prosperity preachers call the faith-
ful to claim their “due” and urban intentional communities em-
brace simplicity. Faithful Christians still struggle with the
question, how do we best relate to money? Through the church’s
history there have always been people who understood God’s
generosity. There have also been those who lived out of fear of
scarcity or grasped for all they could get. The theological foun-
dation I want to lay for this book is that of God’s love and pro-
vision for all our needs, so that you can be free (or freer) from
anxiety about money. You can navigate better the inevitable ten-
sion if you are freer and less fearful. You can recognize that it
does not all depend on you. The theme of divine generosity runs
through Scripture from beginning to end. 

L E A R N I N G  F R O M  
T H E  C H U R C H ’ S  S T O RY

In addition to using Scripture as a resource, we can look through
the centuries of the church’s history to find strength as we face
the challenge of dealing with money. Far from being a dead past,
this history offers still relevant commentary on the thorny matter
of money and possessions. The struggle of putting money into
perspective is nothing new for Christians. Here are three ways
the church has related to money through the centuries that can
be helpful to us today.

u Total trust in God
The first way is to have total trust in God. From those who took
a vow of poverty to those who have given 10 percent and more
of their income to those who have devoted their lives to the
church, there have always been Christians who understood that
God is the source of all that is and were able to live that way,
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both institutionally and personally. This was and continues to
be the great strength for the church. Leaders and members who
are freely devoted make the church more resilient and resource-
ful.

Christian leaders and teachers have recognized how impor-
tant it is to keep our hearts open to know and receive God’s pro-
vision. The monastic movement from the fourth century on
called those who joined to take a vow of poverty as a way of
living out this trust. Much later, Martin Luther famously spoke
of the conversion of the heart, the conversion of the mind, and
the conversion of the pocketbook. He understood that coming
to this point can be a real challenge, saying that the third con-
version was the most difficult. We must remember that the con-
version of the pocketbook, like the other conversions, is not
once-and-for-all, but an ongoing spiritual practice.

What does this mean for us in our ministry and in our rela-
tionship with our church resources? We may choose to be proac-
tive in asking more of our congregations, but we can still live
out of trust. We can trust that God will care for us and for our
churches. Does this mean we will automatically meet this budget
or build that building? No, of course not. But it means we do
not need to walk through our ministries in fear or anxiety. We
can make all of our decisions in total trust in God’s love and
provision. We will make different decisions if we do so. 

u Put money in its place
The second way is keeping money in its appropriate place. Those
who have viewed money as a tool, not a value in itself, have al-
ways done better in life and in ministry. Those who make it the
ultimate value (whether accumulating it or rejecting it) can get
into trouble spiritually, and often institutionally. Many of the
worst abuses in Christian history come from an up-ending of
values, with money and its attendant power becoming more im-
portant than they should be.

Trusting in money rather than in God has been viewed as
idolatry from the earliest days of the church. The earliest Chris-
tian writers had plenty to say about the spiritual dangers of
wealth. Clement of Alexandria, for example, suggested that be-
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lievers should be willing to give up their possessions if they get
in the way of their Christian life.4 Another early church leader,
Augustine of Hippo, suggested that when we make money an
intrinsic value, “it becomes an idol in place of God. When we
treat it instrumentally, it can be a facility for a life centered on
God.”5 When we keep money in its appropriate place, viewing
it as a tool rather than the source of our security, we have more
freedom.

We can be overly attached to our money (or to not having
money, for that matter). John Calvin called for a balanced ap-
proach to “mistaken strictness and mistaken laxity,” adding, “If
we must simply pass through this world, there is no doubt we
ought to use its good things in so far as they help rather than
hinder our course. Thus Paul rightly persuades us to use this
world as if not using it; and to buy goods with the same attitude
as one sells them.”6 As Christians and church leaders living in
today’s society, we use money and the things it buys every day.
The more freedom and flexibility we have as money comes and
goes, the better we will be able to serve God and the church.

It is not just about the money, of course, but about the larger
purpose of God’s work in the world and in us. When we remem-
ber this, we do not get so focused on the money and our fear
that there won’t be enough. Money is a resource and it is risky.
The church has always known this, and consequently we can see
there have been trends toward both asceticism and greed
throughout its history. What does it mean for the church, local
and universal, to have enough? I think the two strands, of ex-
treme greed and extreme asceticism, are both signs of anxiety.
Money itself is neither devilish nor heavenly; it can be used as a
tool for evil and for good. At its worst it has been a tool of over-
whelming ambition, greed, and exploitation, even in the church.
At its best it has been used in the life of the church to accomplish
God’s work in the world. Keeping perspective on money means
we can allow it to flow into and out of our lives as grace.

One method of keeping money in perspective has to do with
the fundamentals of good management. According to the
gospels, even the twelve disciples had a treasurer, so we can as-
sume that the practicalities of dealing with money in ministry
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do matter. Joan Chittister notes in her book The Rule of Bene-
dict that the spiritual life is not “an excuse to ignore the things
of the world, to go through time suspended above the mundane,
to lurch from place to place with a balmy head and a saccharine
smile on the face.” Avoiding idolatry does not mean we avoid
the necessary tasks related to money and ministry. Chittister sug-
gests that Benedictine spirituality is as much about “good order,
wise management, and housecleaning” as it is about contempla-
tion.7 Even those who take a vow of poverty understand this.
Likewise, in the local church it is vitally important to do the
work of raising adequate funds and managing them well. It does
take money to do ministry, and that money needs to be admin-
istered well. Giving money enough attention is just as important
as not giving it too much.

u Sacrificial giving 
The third way that the church has related to money over the cen-
turies is, of course, its focus on the importance of sacrificial giv-
ing. This belief has consistently formed part of the church’s
teaching about money. Giving has been as an essential element
in the task of keeping money in perspective. In his second letter
to the church in Corinth, Paul writes with admiration about the
generosity of the churches of Macedonia: “During a severe or-
deal of affliction, their abundant joy and their extreme poverty
have overflowed in a wealth of generosity on their part. For, as
I can testify, they voluntarily gave according to their means, and
even beyond their means” (2 Cor. 8:2–3). He challenges the
church in Corinth likewise to share generously in an offering for
the Jerusalem church, which was perennially in need.

Following Paul’s example, Christians through the centuries
have given their money to the church and to those in need as
part of their faith and practice. Luther suggested that those who
have received God’s grace can “most freely and most willingly”
spend themselves and all their money in the service of others.8

Barbara Owen notes, “Money and love are connected, Luther
thought. When we realize how much God loves us, we will want
to give as God gives. ‘If I have won someone’s heart, I will soon
have his purse too,’ he said.”9 Elsewhere, Luther picturesquely
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said, “When he sees a man who has no coat, he says to his
money: ‘Come out, young Mr. Gulden! There is a poor naked
man who has no coat; you must serve him. Over there lies a sick
man who has no refreshment. Come forth, Sir Dollars! You must
be on your way; go and help.’”10 Giving to the church and to
those in need are values that run through the centuries. Every
Christian generation has to reaffirm these values for itself. John
Wesley, the founder of Methodism, famously preached in a ser-
mon on “The Use of Money” that “we ought to gain all we can
gain but this it is certain we ought not to do; we ought not to
gain money at the expense of life, nor at the expense of our
health,” and that “having, first, gained all you can, and, sec-
ondly, saved all you can, then ‘give all you can.’”11

K E E P I N G  O U R  P E R S P E C T I V E  
A B O U T  M O N E Y

As we try to manage both the flow of money into and out of our
churches and our lives, and also our own relationship with that
flow, there is a way forward. It isn’t always an easy way. It re-
quires prayer and self-reflection and hard conversations, as well
as time on the clock and on the calendar. But I am convinced
that it is possible to have greater freedom in regard to money
and in our relationships with each other about money, to have
fewer sleepless nights and wrangling meetings. Put simply, our
goal is to have more money to do the work of God in the world
and more vision to draw that money into our ministries. This
goal is possible because the Holy Spirit is at work in all of our
churches, in all the varied stages of the life journey of congrega-
tions, from church plants to those deciding it is time to close
their doors. And the Spirit is at work in us, workaday church
leaders who are trying our best to make decisions that are in the
best interest of the church. We are part of ordinary local
churches that are attempting to figure out ministry in the twenty-
first century and how to continue to support it financially. We
are Christians who are trying to make a connection between our
faith and our resources. And we are all trying to keep perspective
on our resources in an age when we may seem to have less than
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we used to, but still have far more than almost everyone on the
planet. Stepping back to maintain a global perspective can help
us lighten up about our own fears about our lack of resources. 

We can begin the process by holding all that we have lightly,
accepting the flow. We don’t clasp our hands tightly—whether
around our “own” possessions and money, or the building and
resources of the congregation or the wider church of which we
are a part. This open-handed stance enables us to receive as a
gift the resources we have and to give beyond our own needs,
as individuals and as a community; it allows us to give and to
receive freely. Most of us need a lifetime to work on moving to-
ward greater freedom in relation to money and things and the
choices we make about them, but we can start simply where we
are, with what we have been given. 

Finally, viewing money not only from the perspective of the
Bible and theology but also with the lens of family systems
thinking can give us some tools for walking through the thorny
lanes of the endless conversations about money at church. What
does family systems thinking have to do with theology? Or with
the Bible? Beginning with Adam and Eve in the garden, the Bible
is about relationships. So a way of thinking about life that ad-
dresses relationships, as family systems theory does, is right on
target for us in the church. All of creation is about relationship,
as scientists seem to be discovering more and more each day.
God created the universe—and us—for relationship. In fact,
money itself is about relationships. If we didn’t need to relate to
each other, we wouldn’t have money. Money was invented by
human beings, and we use it with each other. One of the things
money symbolizes, for better and for worse, is human connec-
tion. 

Using this perspective, we can understand why those money
conversations so often go wrong, and how to do better with
them. We can see why and how money becomes an automatic
focus for our anxiety and that of others. Those fights about
money are not “about” money at all, but about position and
power and history and relationships. How do we do better with
it? By taking the time to think through our own fundamental
faith principles about ministry and about money, what we want
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for ourselves and for our congregations, and how we need to be
present with others in these difficult conversations. And by
learning how to be less caught up with our own anxiety and the
anxiety of others. There are not only theological but systemic
reasons for the historical views of money in the church through
the ages, and our struggles in the present. Because money is an
automatic focus for anxiety, and because of its connection with
survival, families and institutions pay a lot of attention to
money. When we can pay more thoughtful attention to money
matters, we will both have better relationships with others and
make better choices for the present and for the future.

The theological and the theoretical dimensions to money is-
sues are important, but not enough. Practically speaking,
churches face a variety of specific challenges related to money.
Here are some examples of the dilemmas that can arise, which
we will look at in greater detail in the next chapter.

u In one suburban Baptist church, overall giving has
gone down due to the deaths of several generous givers,
and a budget gap means staff must be reduced. Leaders
are struggling with balancing the needs of staff and the re-
alities of the budget, while keeping in mind the relation-
ships the staff members have developed within the
congregation. Should they eliminate a single position or
reduce all the salaries equally? Should they listen to the
supporters of certain staff members who are advocating
to retain them? Or is there some way to avoid decreasing
staff by increasing giving, and thus maintain the paid min-
istry at its current level?

u A member of a small Lutheran church has left the con-
gregation a large legacy, and leaders disagree about how
to use it. Family members of the deceased also have opin-
ions. The gift is unrestricted, and some members think it
should be used for necessary repairs. Others want the
church to set aside a larger portion for mission and out-
reach.
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u The pastor of an urban Presbyterian church does not
want to talk about money, and the lay leadership is frus-
trated. He agrees he should do more, but can never seem
to force himself to step up when it’s time. He reluctantly
gives a stewardship sermon every fall, and he feels the
pressure to do more, but money matters just make him
anxious.

u The treasurer of a growing Methodist church, a long-
time member, is suspected of embezzling funds, after the
new minister with a financial background noticed some
discrepancies and began asking questions. Leaders do not
want to offend the treasurer by looking into it, and his
family gives substantially to the church.

u An Episcopal church with a declining membership has
an old building, which takes up a significant portion of
the budget, leaving little for program or outreach. The rec-
tor would like to take the opportunity to buy a nearby
building which would serve their needs better, but long-
time members are strongly committed to maintaining the
old building. 

Any one of these cases might arise in your church. What
would you do? There are no quick fixes or easy answers, but
leaders can thoughtfully walk through these challenges and the
many others that arise in relation to money. We will discuss pos-
sible responses in chapter two, and examine some of the basics
of systems thinking that can help us deal with a variety of dilem-
mas we face in our financial lives at church and at home. 

People approach books differently, but here are a few sugges-
tions for how to use this book:

u Read the book straight through.

u Read chapter two next, and then whatever chapter
interests you the most.

u Jot down a few notes in answer to the questions in each
chapter, or two or three of the questions.
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u Read a chapter a day, and then think about it until the
next day.

u Talk with someone about what you are reading.

u Most importantly, focus on yourself and how you can
shift your own relationship with money, rather than
thinking about how other people (spouse, staff, church
leaders, the congregation as a whole) might change.

To sum up, this book addresses your most important resource
in leading around money: yourself. When church leaders can
stay clear-headed about themselves and their own goals, even in
a financial crunch or crisis, churches will do better, and the min-
istry is much more likely to continue on an even keel. We do not
know what the economic future will hold, yet the church will
continue, God’s work will continue, our calling will remain.

I D E A S  T O  P O N D E R

What do you want for your church? Think for a moment. What
do you want for your church, for its finances, for the people
within as they relate to their resources? Take a moment right
now and write down your thoughts. Save these notes, and take
a look at them again after you have read this book. What if God
wants you to want more than you’ve dared to imagine for your-
self or for your church? Greater freedom, less attachment to the
money you have. Maybe more giving of yourself—or maybe less.
God wants you, and me, and all of us together to be free. Stop
now, and write down what you want. 

u Questions
Here are seven more questions to begin to consider yourself as
you relate to money:

1. How would you describe your relationship with money? 

2. What is your current biggest challenge in regard to
money?
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3. What do you want for yourself in this relationship with
money?

4. What is enough for you? For your church?

5. What are some ways money might be a blessing?

6. Is there something in regard to money you would like to
let go of?

7. How does your faith affect your money choices?
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uc h a p t e r  t w o

Understand the Meaning 
of Money

I think of money as if it were a lightning rod. 
Wherever our anxiety is, it’s bound to be somewhere 

near the money. And those who are near the money tend 
to take on a significant amount of this anxiety, whether
that is pastor or treasurer or endowment committee. 

— Bob Hunter, former Director of Stewardship, 
Second Presbyterian Church, Indianapolis1

I N  T H I S  C H A P T E R ,  we will consider how a family sys-
tems perspective on congregational life can help leaders better
understand the challenges and find their way through the thorny
paths of church finance. We will examine in more detail several
cases of specific churches facing money challenges, looking at
systemic issues as well as questions of authority and governance.
Church leaders can find immediate help in financial issues by
finding a way to step back and approach their challenges
thoughtfully. 

T H E  M E A N I N G  O F  M O N E Y

It is not enough simply to pay attention to the nuts and bolts of
church financial life. Of course, bills must be paid. Staff must
receive their salaries. The endowment must be managed. Budg-
eting must be done. The funds must be raised somehow. How-
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ever, it is easy to spend a lot of time on crucial matters of church
finance and still be blindsided because we do not pay enough
attention to the emotional side of money. When we look only at
the numbers and disregard the system of relationships in the con-
gregation, in the present and over time, we will never have a real
handle on what is at work in our church.

Remember, money is never simply about money. It goes much
deeper: it’s also about relationships, about the give and take be-
tween people. These connections involve what systems theory
calls emotional process: not the surface feelings, but the instinc-
tive side of human life, the way we react rather than respond to
one another. It’s easy to have a mindless reaction when money
is involved. You bypass the reflective part of your brain, and
find yourself in survival mode. The fight-or-flight response has
kicked in. Suddenly, in the middle of the council meeting, you
can’t think clearly about the budget conversation. You go home
kicking yourself because you didn’t speak up to defend the out-
reach budget, but simply let them slash it to the bone.

S Y S T E M S  B A S I C S  A B O U T  M O N E Y

How do we get more reflective about our experiences with
money? Let us begin by looking at some of the basics of systems
thinking and how they work in relation to finances. Next, we
will apply them to specific congregations and their financial sit-
uations.

u Anxiety
As one pastor said, “It always seems to have an exclamation
point when money is involved.” Money easily becomes a focus
for people’s anxiety. Edwin Friedman used to say that the issue
is never the issue. In other words, we think the argument is
about money. But instead, people simply focus their anxiety on
the issue at hand, and money is often that issue. Money has to
do with survival—personal and institutional—so it easily draws
our anxious attention. This ongoing chronic anxiety around sur-
vival shows up in a variety of forms in congregational life. Here
are some of the ways: 
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u Secrecy around money.

u Denial around financial realities—thinking there isn’t
enough when there is, or thinking there is enough when
there isn’t.

u Overestimating or underestimating giving capacity.

u Regular “crises” around finances, real or imagined.

u Embezzlement or mismanagement.

u Resisting necessary expenses like deferred maintenance.

u High reactivity around the way church leadership raises
funds.

u Never talking about money or, conversely, always
talking about money.

u Blind trust in the leadership around money matters, or,
conversely, extreme suspicion of leadership. 

u Overfunctioning and underfunctioning
There’s a reciprocal relationship between those who take too
much responsibility and those who do not take enough respon-
sibility. In congregational life, there are always those who give
more / worry more / spend more time on the money than oth-
ers. In systems theory this is called overfunctioning.Members
who are overfunctioning with financial aspects of the church
always think if others gave more or were more responsible, the
church wouldn’t have this problem. Yet there’s a balance be-
tween those who overfunction and those who underfunction
in terms of financial responsibility. It takes both to keep this
overresponsible / underresponsible dynamic going. 

Often key church leaders carry the anxiety for church fi-
nances. Who is staying awake at night? Typically, it’s the pastor,
although sometimes lay leaders are more worried than the clergy.
I talked recently with a church treasurer who was losing sleep
night after night over whether there would be enough money in
the account to pay the bills. In this situation, the potential short-
fall did not belong to the treasurer but to the church. It wasn’t
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his responsibility—or not his alone. Yet he was the one who was
holding all the anxiety for it.

Overfunctioning is driven by anxiety. We feel anxious as to
whether others are going to step forward and be responsible,
and so we step in, either to help them or to do it ourselves. The
basic rule of the overfunctioning–underfunctioning reciprocity,
as it’s called, is that underfunctioners do not step up to take re-
sponsibility until overfunctioners step down. For most of us who
were born to be too responsible, this is not easy. And when it’s
in a high-anxiety area like money, this is even more difficult. It
can seem like it’s our job (paid or unpaid) to worry, and to do
everything we can to make sure the budget balances.

Clergy can also underfunction in the area of money. Some
ministers do not like to deal with finances or feel inadequate
when they see a report. So they leave money matters to the laity.
If this is you, recognize your own strengths and weaknesses, but
also remember that attention to the financial side of church life
is an important basic for pastoral leaders. Underfunctioning, like
overfunctioning, is anxiety-driven. If you want to step up your
functioning in this area, one way to start is to notice your re-
sponses when money is the topic at hand. Awareness is the first
step toward making different choices.

u Triangles
A triangle occurs when the relationship between two people be-
comes troubled, and a third person (or group) is pulled in to
manage the anxiety between the two. Given the high-octane na-
ture of money in church life, we can expect triangles to show up
frequently in this area—and they do, as we will soon see. If you
hear comments like, “Don’t you agree with me that the pastor
is completely wrong about his approach to stewardship?” some-
one is pulling you into a triangle about money.

Clergy cannot opt out of these triangles; they go with the job.
In addition, triangles are not bad in and of themselves: they are
part of human experience. However, the way you choose to re-
late to the other people who are part of the triangles you are in
regarding money can contribute to a different outcome. It’s easy
to get caught up in the anxiety of others around money, yet a
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thoughtful response will lead to better results than a reactive re-
sponse. Let us review some of the basics of functioning within
the inevitable triangles and see how this can work in practice.

Remember: you cannot change the “other side” of a triangle.
In other words, you cannot change a relationship you do not be-
long to. For example, as pastor, you may agree that the board
could do more for staff compensation, or you may want to de-
fend the board’s decisions to your staff. Yet getting caught up in
bemoaning or defending will not help anyone make progress.
You can advocate with the board, but you cannot force them to
make the budget decisions you want.

In addition, if you try to change the other side of a triangle,
the situation often gets worse. People resist, consciously or un-
consciously, our attempts to change them. In the case just men-
tioned, you cannot manage the dissatisfaction of your colleagues
with the board regarding salaries. At least, you can’t do it with-
out adding significantly to your own stress. 

Finally, when you try to change someone else’s relationship,
you carry the stress that belongs to the other two. Trying to do
the impossible always creates stress. And you relieve them of the
necessary responsibility for their own relationship. The only
choice we have is how we function within triangles: relating di-
rectly to each party, in as clear, open, and consistent a manner
as possible. What can you do? You can stay positively connected
with staff, communicate neutrally about the work of the board,
and provide appropriate support and encouragement in their
work. Ultimately, each staff person has to decide whether he or
she can live with the compensation being offered, or not.

Secrets about money always involve triangles. Two parties
are on the inside and a third is left out. In family life, this might
be seen in estate planning. One child knows how the parents are
disposing of their assets, and the others do not. At church, the
secret might be between the priest and the vestry as to how dire
the financial situation is. The congregation doesn’t know. They
are on the outside of the triangle. This may be all right on a tem-
porary basis, yet if it becomes chronic, it will create problems.

Triangles inevitably emerge when churches have to make
hard decisions. People try to recruit others for their side of the
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issue: “Don’t you agree that the board/pastor are right/wrong
about these budget changes?” There may be a triangle between
the pastor and two factions. Or between the pastor, board, and
congregation. Sarah, an Episcopal rector, found that at a vestry
meeting one member said, “All we have to do to solve this
budget deficit is for Sarah to double the membership.” He was
intensifying a triangle between the vestry, the rector, and the mem-
bership. You need to make your case—define yourself—without
frantically lobbying people to agree with you. Anxious recruit-
ment does not lead to thoughtful decision-making. And people
resist being coerced even if they like the idea on the table. 

In addition, church leaders need to resist the temptation to
avoid people who disagree with them on the matter under dis-
cussion. Now, more than ever, maintaining relationships is crit-
ical. Don’t triangle people out by excluding them from key
conversations. Don’t complain about people who disagree, even
if they are behaving badly. If there is a lot of reactivity around
the decision, you may need to strategize with key leaders on how
to respond, but that is not the same as whining about people’s
behavior: “I can’t believe they. . . . ” Do your best to remain calm
and clear, defining yourself rather than talking about others. 

u Balance
A church system develops over time a certain balance in its re-
lationships in regard to money. Finances are handled in a par-
ticular way, year after year. Perhaps someone always rescues the
budget at the end of the year, or, in a financial crisis, everyone
pitches in to handle the problem. The church may call pastor
after pastor, and none is comfortable talking about money. Or
a church may always respond creatively to fund the budget, so
they don’t see money as a really big issue, even through the Great
Depression and many recessions. When leaders seek to change
the balance, congregations respond with some kind of “change
back” message. It’s not personal: it’s an automatic systemic re-
sponse, although it can be framed personally: “Pastor, we’ve
never had a stewardship campaign around here, and we don’t
need one now.”
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u Differentiated leadership
Differentiated leadership has to do with personal maturity: our
ability to be clear within ourselves and to relate to others (in-
cluding those who disagree with us) out of that clarity. Those
leaders who make a lasting contribution in church finances show
up and take responsibility for themselves and their own leader-
ship role in relation to money. Leaders who function this way
will be able to say, “Here’s what I think about how we should
handle this budget situation,” without trying to convince or ca-
jole others—and without cutting off or avoiding those who take
a different view. They can manage their own emotional reactivity
even in the face of the reactivity of others. They care about re-
sults, and they don’t get their entire identity caught up in their
role. They can manage themselves in money matters, and relate
to others who are anxious about money, in a culture which also
has high anxiety in this area. This is not an easy task. Yet even
a small increase in your ability to do this will make a big differ-
ence in your experience of ministry, and even in the church’s fi-
nancial life.

The top leader holds a key position in the church system.
When that leader functions maturely, money matters are likely
to go better overall: giving will be stronger and financial chal-
lenges will be solved more easily. The leader needs to be present,
especially at times of uncertainty, crisis, and transition. Pastors,
rectors, and senior ministers ideally seek to stay calm no matter
what is going on in the congregation’s finances. And they work
to stay in touch with other key leaders and with the congrega-
tion, in as many ways as possible. 

Nevertheless, even the best, most mature leadership is not
magic. Functioning in this way does not necessarily guarantee
the financial results you want. Parish money life includes many
variables: the congregation’s history, the emotional maturity and
financial well-being of the current membership, the wider econ-
omy. My grandmother used to say, “Do your best: angels can’t
do better.” I suggest the same approach to leading your congre-
gation in this area of church finance: Do your best, and let go
of the rest.
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F I V E  C A S E S  A B O U T  M O N E Y

Now we will examine five churches from different denomina-
tions that are facing several different financial challenges, to see
how the above ideas apply, given various structures. These prin-
ciples operate in different church contexts, no matter how the
authority structure is established. Still, it is important to pay at-
tention to governance matters as you think through ways of re-
sponding to the inevitable challenges that emerge over time.

u Case 1. Reduced giving
First, let’s look at a suburban Baptist church facing reduced giv-
ing, which will likely lead to staff reductions. Several significant
givers have died, and the newer, younger members are not giving
at the same level. The pastor and the board of deacons will have
to make a recommendation to the congregation for a vote.
(Note: Baptist churches vary in the nature of the governing
board. For some the board is comprised of deacons, for others
the trustees, and for still others it is a council made up of the
chairpersons of all standing committees.) There are significant
differences in standing among the staff: the associate pastor was
called by the congregation, and can only be dismissed by a con-
gregational vote, while the remaining staff was hired by the
board. A charismatic and popular youth director is one staff
member. A music director who has had ongoing conflicts with
the pastor is another. The other staff, with secretarial and cus-
todial duties, are already part-time. Parents and choir members
have gotten wind of possible reductions and are lobbying the
pastor and moderator for their favorites.

In congregational polity, the church as a whole has the final
authority to approve the budget. In this church the pastor has
key positional authority, but she cannot make the decision. The
finance committee develops a budget which the deacons approve
and send to the congregation for final approval. It’s always im-
portant to think through clearly how the decision will be made.
Who has the authority to make it, and what is the process by
which it will be made? Here, the congregation makes the final
decision. Yet leadership can and should be exercised by the pas-
tor, the finance chair, and the chair of the deacons and/or the
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moderator (some Baptist churches have both; some have a mod-
erator who takes both roles). They each need to do some clear
thinking separately and together about what is in the best inter-
ests of the church’s ministry. They will make some decisions
about what to recommend to the next body which will discuss
the matter. And they need to strategically present their recom-
mendations at each step along the way. For example, the finance
committee can have a thoughtful discussion about the challenge,
under the leadership of the chair, and say to the deacons, “Here’s
what we’d like to see happen.” 

In addition to these questions about structure and authority,
it is important for this pastor and other key leaders to recognize
the emotional process at work. As noted earlier, even the best
procedures can be undercut if these elements are not taken into
account. Leaders can recognize that this is a time of high anxiety
for the congregation as a whole. This anxiety naturally focuses
on the money itself, as well as on youth and music ministry (both
typical places where anxiety gets directed in congregations). At
times such as this, leaders have a particular responsibility to stay
calm themselves.

Leaders can notice there are a number of triangles at play
right off the bat: the supporters of various staff members are be-
ginning to triangle in the finance committee. The finance chair
received numerous conflicting voicemails and e-mails the day of
the committee meeting to discuss possible staff reductions. If the
chair or important members of the committee begin to get anx-
ious about this, it will be harder for them to think clearly. When
someone triangles in another person, they are typically trying to
manage their own anxiety by dumping it on someone else. The
committee members risk finding themselves overly caught up in
what other people are thinking. They need to take the time to
discern what their own best thinking is, individually and collec-
tively. 

What might leaders do about these triangles? First of all, the
pastor might simply recognize the triangles for what they are.
When someone approaches her with an opinion, she can listen,
without feeling like she must relieve all their anxieties. She might
neutrally comment, “It’s a difficult process for everyone.” The
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finance chair in turn might respond to calls and e-mails, thank-
ing these individuals for their input without getting too involved
in a back-and-forth discussion of what the committee should or
shouldn’t do.

The pastor may have an opinion about what decisions should
be made, and she can clearly state them in the appropriate set-
tings. She might say to the finance committee or the board of
deacons, “I’d like to see us make a big push to increase giving
rather than starting out by cutting the budget.” Or, “I think
we’re going to have to cut the budget, and I think this will be a
good time to make some staff changes we’ve needed to make for
some time.” It’s important for her to ask herself, “What do I
want?” and get as clear as she can at the time. Then she can say,
“Here’s what I think,” or, “Here’s what I would like to see hap-
pen.” The pastor needs to recognize that this is the church’s de-
cision, and she cannot control the outcome. This is one kind of
triangle: the pastor, the church, and its future. Letting go of the
“other side” of the triangle means being free of too much at-
tachment to a particular outcome. It is their decision, not hers.

The same is true for key lay leaders; they also need to be clear
about the extent of their authority. It is overfunctioning to carry
more responsibility than they actually have. If you are a lay
leader, don’t overstep the bounds of authority of what your com-
mittee or board can do. Once you have made an appropriate de-
cision, don’t lie awake worrying about matters you cannot
control, such as what other people choose to pledge or give, or
whether people get upset about your board’s decision. 

Here’s one possible step-by-step scenario. First, the pastor
meets with the finance committee chair. She coaches him not to
panic, but to keep his wits about him and his sense of humor in-
tact. Then, at the finance committee meeting, the pastor and the
chair work together to maintain a sense of positive solution-
gathering, not gloom and doom, while acknowledging the chal-
lenge at hand. They develop a first draft of a possible budget,
focusing on ministry priorities rather than simply going through
line items. The pastor and the finance chair then meet with the
moderator, explaining where the finance committee is coming
from. The moderator may be skeptical at first, but after a con-
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versation she understands each of their positions. The pastor
stays in frequent touch with both before the deacons’ meeting.
The budget recommends reducing rather than eliminating the
positions of both the choir director and the youth director, to
honor the congregation’s expressed ministry priorities of a focus
on dynamic worship and vital youth ministry. It also includes a
recommendation for a year-round stewardship program rather
than a once-a-year appeal, at the pastor’s suggestion. 

The pastor also decides to start working with the personnel
committee to clarify a better review process for all staff, and to
pay more attention to her relationship with both the youth and
music staff members. She recognizes that her relationship prob-
lems with the music minister have colored the budget conversa-
tions more than they should have. Churches often use budget
challenges as an excuse to get rid of someone when they haven’t
had the courage to address performance matters along the way. 

At the deacons’ meeting, deacons who are choir members and
those who are youth parents begin to argue with each other, but
the moderator stays calm, and focuses their attention on the
wider ministry of the church rather than specific programs. They
review the budget at a first reading, and as usual decide to bring
it up at the next meeting for final approval. By the time the
budget is presented to the congregation, the leadership is all in
agreement. Questions are raised, especially by vocal choir mem-
bers, but they are answered calmly and thoroughly. The budget
is passed with only a few dissenting votes.

u Case 2. A large legacy
A small Lutheran congregation has received a legacy of half a
million dollars. The church has a modest endowment. There are
significant deferred maintenance issues on the building, and
members of the property committee want to spend a good part
of the money to take care of these. The congregation has also
developed a plan for connecting more effectively with their
neighborhood, and the outreach team would like some of the
legacy to be set aside for a pilot project. 

The donor was a member of one of the founding families,
which still has a significant presence in the congregation, includ-
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ing an influential past president, the donor’s son. He wants to
see the money preserved, with any income being designated for
the building. Although the gift is unrestricted, he says his mother
was very concerned about how run-down the building has be-
come. He and a former pastor had some conflict when he was
the president.

The current pastor is well-positioned to influence the deci-
sion. He is well-liked, and has been able to help the church move
toward a stronger emphasis on mission during his tenure of ten
years. Additionally, this church has a history of strong pastors. 

In this congregation, the congregation council can make the
decision what to do. But they are reluctant to do so without the
congregation’s support (and, preferably, that of the former pres-
ident). The current president is anxious, and tells the pastor he
is worried that this key family might leave. He wants to go along
with the idea to use a chunk of the money for the building, with
the remainder invested for future building needs. The pastor had
a strong relationship with the deceased, even though he has
struggled somewhat in his connection with the son. 

The pastor is part of several key triangles in this situation—
especially with the current and past presidents. He needs to pay
close attention to his pastoral care with the past president, and
in his own mind separate this out from the tension over the
money. He knows that he needs to always cover the bases of
pastoral care, and if he does so, money issues will likely be less
intense. The worst thing he can do is avoid this parishioner, both
pastorally and strategically. It is always important to remember
the link between pastoral care and leadership goals.

Because of the pastor’s strong connection with the deceased
and with the congregation as a whole, he can influence the de-
cision, but he cannot control it. The council must decide. Since
the current president is anxious, the pastor might experiment
with coaching him to lead in a calmer way. Or he might simply
work to keep himself calm, and lighten up along the way. He
might tell himself, “If they decide to go with the building, at
least we’ll get that roof leak fixed.” But he shouldn’t hesitate to
say what he thinks: “I’d like to see us devote a significant part
of this legacy to funding our new outreach program.” 
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In this case, the council decided to use the income from the
money for the building but not any of the principal. They did
affirm verbally the commitment to outreach, though they were
not willing to commit additional funds. The pastor decided not
to view it as a giant setback (even though that was his emotional
response). He was able to let go of it, and instead chose to focus
a portion of his time on the neighborhood outreach and to ad-
vocate for the funding in next year’s budget process. He was dis-
appointed but didn’t take it personally. 

u Case 3. A pastor who avoids money talk 
In an urban Presbyterian church, the pastor is reluctant to talk
about money. The board, or session, has pressed him to preach
about it more, but he doesn’t want to. Lay leaders, all sophisti-
cated in financial matters, are anxious about the church’s fi-
nances. They are starting to talk to each other about their
concern about what they perceive as a lack of leadership. The
pastor feels like he ought to make himself do more, but he can-
not seem to do it.

In almost any system, if the pastor or minister is not inter-
ested, it is challenging for lay leaders to make headway. It may
be particularly difficult in this church because in Presbyterian
polity, the pastor holds the ability to set the agenda and moder-
ates the session meetings. Yet according to the Presbyterian Book
of Order, the session is responsible for “encouraging the graces
of generosity and faithful stewardship” (G-3.0201a), so theo-
retically at least they do have financial authority. 

A key question for volunteer leaders around finance can
sometimes be, “How do we get our pastor to address money
more openly?” There’s a triangle here between the pastor, the
leadership, and the congregation about money. Frustrated lead-
ers might continue to work hard on their relationship with the
pastor, without trying to get overly willful toward him in this
area. They could say more about what they want: “I’d like to
see us talk more openly about money.” This is leading from
below.

The pastor, in turn, might do some reflection on the sources
of his discomfort about money matters, particularly his family
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of origin. He can be clear with key leaders about what he is will-
ing to do, and what he is not willing to do: “I’m willing to try
this stewardship program which suggests a three-sermon series
on stewardship.” “I’d rather not give another stewardship ser-
mon during the year.” He can acknowledge his own challenges
and their frustration: “I know this isn’t my strongest area of
ministry, and I’d like to get better at it,” without getting anxious
or defensive. Over time, he may find himself more comfortable
with this part of his ministry. 

u Case 4. A matter of embezzlement 
In another case, a growing Methodist church suspects that the
treasurer is embezzling funds. The new minister has a financial
background, and he has noticed the record-keeping seems
sloppy. The end-of-year reports raise even more red flags. He is
reluctant to bring this issue to other church leaders, let alone the
wider conference, but recognizes he will have to do both soon.
He feels his heart in his throat, but he takes a deep breath and
begins with a conversation with the council president: “I think
there may be some problems with what Bud has done with the
money.”

In the Methodist structure, the minister is more in the middle
than in some other polities. The pastor is accountable to the con-
ference through the district superintendent. So he needs to go to
the wider denomination sooner rather than later. The blessing,
as the pastor realized, was that he did not have to take quite as
much of the heat. He contacted the conference treasurer, a solid
leader, to let him know and seek his counsel. The conference
treasurer strongly recommended an outside audit, which the
council reluctantly undertook. The council took some criticism
from the people closest to the treasurer. The pastor knew they
would have to work hard to rebuild trust in the congregation.
Giving was down the next year, as they anticipated and planned
for. 

In a situation of financial wrongdoing, it is important to step
back and take a wider view. The question in a crisis such as this
is always, why now? A case of embezzlement or other financial
wrongdoing is not just about the individual (a “bad apple”), but
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about the system as a whole. In this case, the growth in mem-
bership as well as the retirement of the previous pastor had un-
settled the system. That pastor had been at the church for twenty
years, an unusually long time for Methodist churches in general,
and for this church in particular. This numerical and leadership
shift upset the balance in the church. In fact, there was another
instance of a financial meltdown that happened before the last
pastor came—not embezzlement, but a serious budget crisis. In
this church, money became a focus for the anxiety generated by
transition in an extreme way.

The pastor appropriately triangled in the council president and,
later, the conference treasurer. They both shared the responsibility
for this problem. This is a case of a triangle being not necessarily
negative, when a leader thoughtfully, not reactively, shares infor-
mation with those who need to have it. Well-functioning leaders
have ways to assess when to keep their own counsel and when to
bring others in. When you suspect financial wrongdoing, it is im-
portant to bring in allies to handle the problem. This is no time
to carry the load yourself.

Always focus on yourself and your own functioning first. In
a crisis like this, it is easy to be flooded by anxiety, but you can
remember this is not your problem alone; it is the church’s prob-
lem as well. Ask, who are the key leaders who need to have the
information as well as you? Mature leaders know when to step
up and take responsibility; in this case, the minister knew he had
to speak up. These leaders also know when to appropriately
share the burden, and here again he knew this wasn’t simply his
to handle alone. 

The treasurer was removed from his position, and his family
left the church. People experienced grief at the loss, anger at the
treasurer—and some were angry with the pastor for raising the
issue. He did his best not to take it personally, and to move for-
ward with his ministry. He recognized this might not be his most
successful appointment, given the traumatic beginning, but he
decided to work on loving the people, building and rebuilding
relationships, and to see where it might go. He was exhausted
when they got through it, and recognized he needed and wanted
to pace himself and not expect too much of himself or others
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for a time. He simply paid attention to the basics for the next
few months: getting to know people, being diligent in worship
and preaching, tending to pastoral care, and managing some
necessary administration. 

u Case 5. A building takes all the money
In another situation, an Episcopal church finds itself with a
building that sucks up a large portion of the budget, leaving little
for program. The young rector begins to talk about the possi-
bility of moving to a smaller building, more suited to their now-
fewer membership. She has learned that a nearby church is for
sale. The current wardens are open to the idea, but some of the
vestry members are angry that the rector even raised the ques-
tion. 

In this denomination, decisions to sell one property and pur-
chase another can be made by the vestry without approval from
the membership, although these also must be approved by the
diocesan standing committee and the bishop. Of course, without
significant support of the members, the move will not succeed.
Vestry members who are open raise both the question of timing
and suitability: Do people have enough time to move through a
process to make this decision? Is this property the right one? The
rector has only been at the parish for two years, but has worked
hard at establishing relationships with key members.

Formal and informal authority questions arise. In this church
structure, the rector can make certain decisions alone, such as
hiring and firing staff, unlike more congregational settings. But
she cannot make the decision about the building without the
support of others; she must persuade the vestry as well as dioce-
san leadership, and along with the vestry must persuade the con-
gregation.

In a situation that is not a crisis, a decision like a move to
save money needs to be done slowly. It might take a few years
of holding conversations among all the stakeholders to come to
a general agreement that this is the right decision—and of course
there are some who will never agree. It is important not to allow
a few naysayers to torpedo a necessary decision. Anxiety can
cause leaders to make decisions too quickly or not quickly
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enough. Here the rector can be tempted to press for a decision,
but it will probably damage her tenure, and may affect how
those in the wider church view her leadership. Conversely, the
vestry might never make a decision, until the parish’s resources
are exhausted and they only have enough money for a part-time
rector, or must close entirely.

In this case, the leaders recognized they did not want to buy
this property, but they began an honest conversation among
themselves about how they were spending their money. The rec-
tor recognized she needed to slow down, while keeping the con-
versation open, especially with key leaders. She stayed in touch
with the old guard—the altar guild and some key male leaders.
They invited a diocesan staff person to help them moderate a
few conversations, and that individual facilitated some helpful
dialogue. Inviting a calm, neutral person to be present can be
one way to create a useful triangle, whether that person is a de-
nominational leader or an outside consultant.

Once the members opposed to the move saw that the rector
was not trying to ram through a hasty action, they calmed down.
In addition, the rector was calmer too, because she had stepped
back from pressing the vestry to decide (an anxious stance) to a
more open position (“I’d like us to keep talking about this and
move toward making a decision one day”). Three years later,
another property nearby became available, and the church, with
diocesan assistance, was able to make the enormous decision to
buy it and make a move.

I D E A S  T O  P O N D E R

As you face the inevitable money challenges in your own con-
gregation, remember once again: money matters are always a
focus for the anxiety, so just pay attention. Stay interested in
how your congregation deals with money. It’s possible to be a
leader and a researcher at the same time—in fact, it can make
for better leadership, because you will be calmer and more neu-
tral. Don’t take responsibility for the problems of others—even
the church budget. The future of the church is up to the congre-
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gation and their ability to take responsibility for their life to-
gether.

u Questions
Here are seven questions to ask yourself about your own con-
gregation to keep yourself thinking about money, authority, and
emotional process.

1. How are decisions about money made in your church?
Who is responsible?

2. What similarities can you see between how your church
makes decisions about money and other decisions they
make?

3. Who is the most anxious about money in your church?
Who is the most calm?

4. Is there a place you need to define yourself about money
(“Here’s how I see it”)? 

5. Who are key people in the church you need to connect
with?

6. What are the triangles related to money?

7. Who is overfunctioning around money? Are you? Who is
underfunctioning? Are you?
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uc h a p t e r  t h r e e

Lead in Stewardship

The church budget is this: What is God calling us to do, and
what does it cost? That’s the budget. God gives us all we have,
so all we’re doing is giving back a small portion of that. In

thirty-four years of full-time ministry, every time I’ve taken the
risk to step out and say, we really need to do this because we

all know God is calling us, the money comes. 

— The Rev. Canon Howard Anderson, retired rector of 
St. Matthew’s Church in Pacific Palisades, California1

GENEROUS  G IV ING does not happen without leadership,
from both clergy and lay leaders. Leaders need to be clear about
their theology of stewardship, about their purpose and desire,
and about their roles. Clear and calm leadership is more impor-
tant in the stewardship process than any fundraising technique.
Key elements include a fundamental theology of stewardship, a
clear vision for the congregation, and leaders who define them-
selves through every step of the stewardship process.

A  T H E O L O G I C A L  F O U N D AT I O N  
F O R  S T E WA R D S H I P  

To preach, teach, and lead in stewardship, you need to know
your own beliefs. It is important to take the time to think
through your own theology of stewardship in general and finan-
cial stewardship in particular. Here’s one approach that is
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grounded in a theology of abundance and trust in God, rather
than anxiety about having enough.

Rooted in our understanding of creation, we celebrate all
that is in our world and in our lives as a gift from God.
We see the magnificence of nature, human relationships,
and God’s love for us. Out of the provision we have re-
ceived, we give to God. Whether we have a lot or a little,
our very breath comes as a gift. Therefore, we give not out
of obligation, but out of gratitude. 

All that we have is God’s, not ours, so it’s not a matter of
“giving back” out of what is ours. Giving is a reminder that
everything belongs to God anyway. The whole notion of stew-
ardship is founded in this idea that we steward and care for and
share God’s world and God’s resources. There is enough and
more than enough. As Howard Anderson says, “We get very
confused between God’s economy and the world’s economy. In
the world’s economy there’s never enough, and when you’re ask-
ing for money, you’re taking something. In God’s economy,
there’s always enough.” God’s relationship with creation itself
is God’s economy,2 and that extends beyond anything we can
imagine.

In addition to the spiritual value of knowing what we believe
about stewardship, there is also a practical value. Understanding
your own foundational beliefs will undergird your work in this
area with greater energy and power. If you understand why you
give and why you ask others to give, you can preach and teach
on these matters with greater integrity, and with more energy
and enthusiasm. You will be more present in your conversations
about stewardship when you are not simply trying to raise funds
for the church, but are speaking and acting out of your own
deepest convictions. You will understand that you do not need
to apologize for inviting people to give. Encouraging generosity
and trust is one of the most important tasks of ministry, when
we are able to make a genuine contribution toward helping peo-
ple make the connection between their money and their faith so
they can experience the intense joy giving can bring. 
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S T E WA R D S H I P  A N D  V I S I O N  

Once you have some fundamental convictions clarified, the next
step is to think about your vision for the ministry in the place
where you serve. The job of the clergy leader is to see the bigger
picture. It’s essential for the pastor and other key leaders to
know what the congregation is about and where it is headed.
Additionally, you will have more energy for stewardship if you
have some excitement about what the ministry is about, if you
know what you are asking people to give to and why. Take some
time to think it through. The vision doesn’t have to be a huge
one, just something you yourself can get excited about. Simply
begin by asking yourself the question, what do you want for
your church? 

Over time, you can begin to develop a much longer-term view
of the church’s ministry. What do you want for your church in
ten years, in thirty years, in one hundred years, long after you
are gone? It is much easier to have an impact even in the short
term if you begin to think with a perspective over time. We are
part of the universal church which has been around for two
thousand years and talks about a future which includes eternity.
Yet most churches do not think about more than one year at a
time. One idea is for church leaders to develop a specific, long-
term budget for their organizations, as a way to communicate
what could lie ahead. Specific numbers allow leaders to be spe-
cific in the ways that they might reach those numbers. A long-
term budget is one way to think about vision. It’s hard work to
put together such a budget—it forces you to think about what
you want, so that you are able to say, “This is not a prediction,
it’s a direction.” This could create a remarkable conversation
between clergy and lay leadership about where they want to go
together. I believe the pastoral leader carries the responsibility
for starting the conversation by sharing what he or she wants
for the ministry, both now and in the future.

Of course the vision requires more than one person to artic-
ulate and support it, even when that person is the pastor. The
vision is not all about you, though your leadership is important.
Robert L. Hunter, a congregational consultant and long-time di-
rector of stewardship at Second Presbyterian Church in Indi-
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anapolis, suggests, “By vision I don’t mean the pastor’s dream
or the treasurer’s sacred cow. I mean a broadly held vision within
the congregation of what they want to be and want to accom-
plish.” This kind of broad vision does not emerge overnight, yet
finding your own clarity and beginning a conversation with key
leaders about purpose and direction is an essential part of the
ministry of stewardship, as well as the overall ministry of the
church. It’s critical to encouraging people to give with generosity.
Hunter adds, “Increasingly, fundraising even within the church
is going to have to answer the question, ‘Why should I give to
you rather than someone else?’”3

If the pastor has at least begun to articulate a clear vision and
is present in his or her leadership role, it will be much easier to
generate enough funds to support the ministry. People will not
give just because they ought to—they need to know what they
are giving to and why they are giving it. Current research shows
the most important reason people give to the church is a belief
in its mission. 

The second reason people give is having a regard for staff
leadership.4 People need and want to know what they are giving
for, and they need to know the leader is present and accounted
for. In their remarkable study of stewardship, Passing the Plate,
Christian Smith, Michael Emerson, and Patricia Snell observed
two categories for how clergy tend to lead around money: “Pay
the bills” and “Live the vision,” with a spectrum between the
two. They discovered, not surprisingly, that leaders who live a
vision are able to encourage people to give more.5

In boom times or in difficult times, articulating a vision is
very different from asking the question, “How do we get them
to give more?” Rather, it is asking the question, “What do we
want to do together?” and enlisting others to support that en-
deavor. Bob Hunter challenges pastors to develop a case state-
ment in the traditional philanthropic sense—a compelling case
for support that grows out of the vision of this congregation.
This statement clearly outlines the purpose, program, and finan-
cial needs of the ministry. A critical portion of the role respon-
sibility of a pastor is to be the key spokesperson, from the pulpit
and elsewhere, to make this case for the ministry of the church.
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S T E WA R D S H I P  P R E A C H I N G  

It takes more than one good sermon to undergird the steward-
ship ministry of your congregation. Church leaders can put a lot
of weight on that sermon or sermon series, but stewardship
preaching and teaching must take place in the context of the
overall vision and direction of the congregation, as well as
within any particular program you may implement. That said,
preaching remains a critical part of any stewardship endeavor.
In almost all churches, worship remains the time when you have
the greatest critical mass of members and friends. The sermon,
even in more liturgical churches, is a central part of worship.
Attending to the important task of preaching on the topic of giv-
ing is worth the effort. 

There is a tension in all preaching, and especially preaching
about stewardship, when you are acknowledging that you want
more for people in their relationship with money and with giv-
ing, while also letting go of the intense desire to change other
people. Paradoxically, the more you try to use preaching to
change people, the less they are likely to be changed. The more
you say, in essence, “You should give more,” or, “You should
be less materialistic,” the more they resist. The more frustrated
you are, the less effective your preaching will be. 

Instead, work to offer your preaching in a spirit of openness
to people as they are in the way they relate to money and to
stewardship. The most powerful preaching about giving comes
from a place of self-definition: “Here’s what I believe about giv-
ing.” “This is how I understand the Scriptures and God’s call on
our lives.” “Here is what I want for our church.” “Here is what
I want for myself in my relationship with money.” You can say,
“Here is what I’d like.” Don’t hesitate to ask people to give, but
do it from an emotional space of openness. 
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P

Tips for  Preaching about
Stewardship and Money

1
Define your own views in your stewardship sermons. See them 
as opportunities for the congregation to hear what you think, 
rather than occasions to convince them to do something.

2
Acknowledge to the congregation your own challenges in this area.
Stand alongside them, rather than over them, pointing a finger.

3
Talk about your own efforts to relate spirituality and money. You don’t
have to reveal your deepest secrets about your financial life, but you can

share something of yourself as a way to help others grow.

4
Preach a sermon at a time that is not stewardship / pledge time, in
which you articulate your values about money to the congregation.

5
Tell stories in your sermons about the church’s money past, especially 
its founding. Be honest about past financial challenges, but remember 

to include stories about the strengths and successes, too. 

6
When you are preaching at stewardship time, don’t hesitate to ask

people openly to support the ministry of the church. 
There’s no need to be apologetic about giving.
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The pulpit is not the only place where clergy have the oppor-
tunity to influence people in relation to their giving. Bible studies
and adult education classes are also places to consider how you
might influence others. Vestry/council and committee meetings
are ready-made places to do a few minutes of teaching, and
board retreats are also places to talk about giving. Tell your own
story, and invite others to tell theirs. Share with them what you
want for them in regard to stewardship and their relationship
with money. Then, ask them what they want. The benefit of
these more informal settings is the opportunity for give-and-
take. These sessions may actually have the potential for more
impact on the individuals who attend, because they can be more
engaged in their own thinking and learning.

I recommend in any setting, whether it’s a class or a brief
learning time in a meeting, to present a few thoughts, then give
people time to think for themselves and jot down a few of their
own ideas. You might even try this in a sermon. This helps de-
velop self-directed learning and is more likely to produce results
over time. Invite them to make a commitment to themselves,
even a small one. For example, someone might declare they in-
tend to reflect on where they learned about giving. Or they
might figure out what percentage of their income they give. You
don’t have to have all the ideas; rather, you can invite them to
reflect thoughtfully on their relationship to money.

You can find a number of valuable resources to use for edu-
cating key leaders. Check out the Ecumenical Stewardship Cen-
ter, www.stewardshipresources.org, for example. See especially
their digital resource Teaching a Christian View of Money: Cel-
ebrating God’s Generosity by Barbara J. Fullerton and Mark L.
Vincent. Charles R. Lane’s book, Ask, Thank, Tell: Improving
Stewardship Ministry in Your Congregation, would be an excel-
lent study book for a board or stewardship committee.

Won’t people get tired of all this talk about money? You may
not want to do it at every council retreat or every adult educa-
tion session. But over time a periodic focus on how people relate
to money can be of real benefit to them in their daily lives. You
may find they thank you. 
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S E L F - D E F I N I T I O N  A N D  G I V I N G

In all your preaching and teaching about stewardship and
money, remember to clearly define yourself. Keep a perspective
on where you end and other people begin. Allow others to make
their own choices about giving, while clearly stating your own
position. As you state your beliefs about giving, you invite others
to think through their own giving and make a commitment. You
respect their power over their own life and resources, and they
will sense this automatically.

Why is self-definition so important? Isn’t the point of stew-
ardship preaching and teaching to get people to give more, to
change their relationship with money, to support the ministry
better? Stewardship education at its best is an invitation to a
new relationship to God and to our resources. I liken it to evan-
gelism—the most powerful evangelism involves telling your own
story and inviting people toward the possibility of faith. People
resist and resent being willed. Anxious preaching about money
quickly becomes willful and has less impact than a clear telling
of our own relationship with money, coupled with an invitation
that is freely offered, allowing people to make their own choices. 

One pastor had led his church through some exciting times,
including significant community outreach and a new building.
After fifteen years, he was dreading this year’s stewardship cam-
paign. Over the years, he had been given and had taken on too
much responsibility for raising the money. He had been convinc-
ing and cajoling people to support the budget and special projects
for most of those years. By accepting too much responsibility for
raising the money, he was allowing other leaders and the rest of
the congregation to avoid their own responsibility. He recognized
the imbalance of appropriate responsibility among the rest of the
congregation, and decided that he needed to make a shift in his
own functioning. So he told the council president he was going
to take a new approach this year. When the change was shared
with the members of the council, they were a little unsure, but
because he had been pastor long enough and had been successful
they believed him despite their doubts. From the pulpit, the pas-
tor spoke candidly to the congregation: “Here is what we’re
hoping can happen in this congregation, and here is why I’m
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asking you to support it.” He made a very specific case for in-
creasing their giving in the congregation. Then he said, “I’m not
going to tell you what you ought to do. I am asking you to
prayerfully consider your pledge this year, and respond accord-
ingly.” A few members were disgruntled. Yet to his surprise as
much as everyone else’s, pledges were up 20 percent in that cam-
paign. And giving followed suit. 

T E L L  Y O U R  O W N  S T O RY  

Early in my own ministry, I always found stewardship season
anxiety-producing. While I got better at it, I still found the fall
campaign difficult. One year the program we were using
strongly suggested the pastor make his or her pledge public as
part of the stewardship sermon. In our congregation there was
a lot of anxiety about the confidentiality of giving records. But
I realized that no one could say I couldn’t reveal my own secret.
At the end of my sermon, I got out my pledge card. I said, “My
pledge this year will be X dollars,” and I filled it in right at the
pulpit. People gasped. As someone who tithed, I was one of the
bigger givers in the church—and no one knew it. One woman
told me later she crossed out the number on her card and filled
in a larger one. Pledges did go up significantly that year. And
more important, it got me freer about money. I had defined my-
self, in public, to them, about something that was very important
to me. One secret had been told. I continued to talk about my
own giving every year as long as I was there, and giving contin-
ued to go up. I felt much less anxious about the entire process
from that time forward.

Testifying is one of the best ways to lead. It is self-definition.
Telling your own story is far more powerful than the leader
telling others what they should do. This approach is more than
a stewardship technique. It is a way to show up more present in
this process of speaking to others about giving. You don’t have
to be a perfect example for your story to have power for others.
Joe Clifford of First Presbyterian Church of Dallas tells about
sharing his own giving story in a stewardship-oriented sermon:
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I talked about a time in my life when I was giving $500 to the
church. I felt like I was doing pretty well: I’d never given $500
a year to anything in my life. But I realized I was giving 1 percent
of what I was earning, and that really wasn’t a big deal. We got
on the journey toward tithing. We couldn’t start at 10 percent
but we started at 2 percent and we worked our way up, and
over time we got to 10 percent. I was very honest about the fact
that we set a personal goal to be at a tithe, but there are years
we make it and years we don’t. I had so many people who came
to me and said, “Thank you so much for being that honest.”6

People respect candid leadership, especially around something
as challenging as making giving decisions.

Consider sharing some of your own family story as part of
stewardship sermons. Another Presbyterian pastor, Jonathan
Eric Carroll, suggests that it can be enlightening for others to
hear the preacher reflect on his or her own family. You might
share how your family handled issues of money and steward-
ship, and who you are becoming in light of those family dynam-
ics, in addition to reflecting on the biblical text.7

Of course, telling the story is not simply up to the top leader.
It’s important to share this responsibility, too. Other key lay
leaders must be involved and willing to say boldly, “Here’s what
I think is important about our church and about giving and
why.” Clergy can coach lay leaders to define themselves around
why they give to the church, to tell their own story in a com-
pelling way. The best stewardship testimonies can make the ser-
mon that Sunday seem almost unnecessary. When clergy and lay
leaders are in partnership, and are all able to share clearly why
they give to the church, it creates a powerful message to the con-
gregation.

L E A D I N G  W I T H O U T  O V E R F U N C T I O N I N G  
O R  U N D E R F U N C T I O N I N G

How can you engage more fully in the stewardship process,
without overfunctioning or underfunctioning? The functioning
of the leader is more important than any stewardship program.
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Some programs may be better than others, yet any program can
work if the leader is present and accounted for, has a solid rela-
tionship with the congregation, and defines him or herself
around vision and around giving. The congregation inevitably
looks to the pastor for leadership. And the best program can fail
if the leader doesn’t show up. The people sense the minister’s
discomfort or hesitancy, and will hold back themselves. If the
pastor is afraid to talk about money or ask people to give in a
straightforward way, any stewardship effort will have reduced
impact. And a pastor who overcomes that fear and talks with
courage about giving and finances can have a profound influence
on giving over time. Even those who initially bristle at a greater
emphasis on giving can come around when the clergy leader
stays clear and calm on the subject.

Be clear on what you are responsible for and what you are
not responsible for. In the stewardship process, clergy often un-
derperform in vision and leadership, and overperform in admin-
istrative tasks. As I have noted, the pastor needs to have a public
role in making the case for giving. In addition, to lead steward-
ship you need key allies, appropriate connections, and other peo-
ple to help carry the load. The pastor needs to manage his or
her tendency to take too much responsibility in relation to the
nuts-and-bolts work of the stewardship committee or team. Stay
connected to that group, but don’t do their work for them. In
smaller churches in particular, this can be tempting. Resist taking
over. James Lamkin, pastor of Northside Drive Baptist Church
in Atlanta, puts it this way: “I try to think overtly before we
begin the stewardship campaign about what is my role in this
system. For instance, if I’m sitting in on a finance committee
meeting, what is my role in this meeting? I’m not on the finance
committee; I’m not the chair.” One year, when he had the op-
portunity to review the stewardship letter, he noticed that there
were no references to God or Jesus, and suggested that in a letter
going out to a Baptist congregation that might be important to
include. He offered appropriate input based on his role.8

Ask yourself, what is appropriate functioning and what is
overfunctioning as a leader? It’s not always easy to tell. Be clear
what it means to be the pastoral leader of your church’s stew-
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ardship program. What role functions are important? What is
yours to carry, and what do you need to share with others? And
what does appropriate functioning mean for the lay leaders?
What do they need to do in their roles? Asking these questions
when planning for stewardship will lead to different choices than
if we plunge ahead and take charge without thinking about it
(overfunctioning), or simply abdicate leadership to others (un-
derfunctioning). 

Clergy can delegate many aspects of stewardship, and should.
But you cannot delegate the role of chief spokesperson for the
importance and value of giving. If you are the pastor, priest, or
rector, no one else can fill that role. It’s simply part of the pas-
toral job description. If you find this a challenge, as Eleanor
Roosevelt said, “You must do the thing you think you cannot
do.” In addition, if you take it on, you’ll get better at it. The
more you talk about money, the more comfortable you will be
talking about it.

Lay leaders also share the responsibility to function well and
to stay relatively calm. Even if there’s a budget shortfall, a spirit
of calm and a sense of possibility among all the key leaders make
it more likely that the congregation will meet the challenge. One
church faced the retirement of a long-term minister and realized
they had been significantly underpaying him. As the interim pe-
riod began, the lay leaders were anxious about how church mem-
bers would respond when they realized they would have to
increase their compensation package considerably to attract a new
minister. But they calmed down, clarified their own understanding
of what was needed, and challenged the church members to in-
crease their giving. Lay leadership is an essential part of develop-
ing stewardship throughout the life cycle of a congregation.

S T E WA R D S H I P  A N D  
T H E  PA S T O R ’ S  S A L A RY

What do pastors do with the fact that, after all, the giving sup-
ports them? Many clergy name this as one of the big challenges
in stewardship. They feel uncomfortable about the fact that their
compensation may be 50 percent of the budget in a smaller con-
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gregation. I believe this is an exercise in maturity: to remain con-
vinced of the value not only of the ministry of the church, but
of your own work, and to confidently and unapologetically ask
others to support that work. Indeed, if you are the minister, you
are paid that salary to be the leader. And if you are not leading
in this area of money, then people will be less willing to support
the ministry of the church. Believe it or not, they need you to
ask them to give. In the words of Scripture, “You do not have
because you do not ask” (James 4:2). If you do ask clearly and
without hesitation, giving will be stronger. 

Pat, a new pastor in a smaller UCC congregation, was about
to give her first stewardship sermon, and she was feeling anxious
about it. So she called her mentor, and asked, “How can I ask
them to give when half of what they give goes to pay me?” Her
mentor coached her to remember the worth of her work, and to
speak calmly and without being defensive about her own view
of the church’s future ministry, what she thought about giving,
and why she herself gave to the church. Standing in the pulpit,
she looked out at the congregation, and realized how much she
looked forward to what they could do together with more re-
sources. When you keep your focus on the ministry, you will
find it easier to boldly preach stewardship.

H O W  M U C H  T O  G I V E

I advocate the tithe. I want more people to be tithers, to give at
least 10 percent of their income. Given how wealthy we are, con-
sidered globally and historically, it is a guideline that continues
to be relevant. I do not believe it is a legalistic requirement. I be-
lieve that people who tithe do not regret it. For those who do
not yet tithe, considering giving as a percentage of income is a
way to increase it incrementally, with the tithe as a goal. Teach-
ing tithing is a way to challenge people to give more, in a clear,
defined way. We can use teaching about the tithe not as a
weapon but as an invitation, to help people arrange the priorities
in their lives. Remember that many people did not grow up
learning about tithing or even giving. Have some structured way
to teach newcomers and young people about the theology and
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practice of giving, and about the meaning of tithing. Don’t as-
sume that people know already. Even some people who grow up
in church with parents who give never receive any instruction
about giving, let alone tithing.

In addition, how much the clergy leader gives, as a percentage
of income, is important. Clergy may face many life circum-
stances which make tithing a challenge, but it will strengthen
your preaching and teaching about money if you are giving gen-
erously yourself. This may not apply to everything, but it applies
to giving. It’s hard to convincingly ask people to consider tithing
if you are not tithing, or moving toward tithing. I believe it’s best
if pastors give 10 percent, and are encouraging lay leaders and
church members to do so, too. You do not have to be apologetic
about offering the challenge. Just keep talking about it, inviting
people to tithe and to say publicly that they tithe. Recruit stew-
ardship speakers who are tithers, or who are committed to in-
crementally increasing their giving as a percentage of income. 

Additionally, it is also important that key leaders be generous
givers. Howard Anderson insists that all the members of his
vestry be tithers. Most clergy are not that bold. Still, I do think
that having people in key leadership positions who are not giv-
ing well automatically limits what you are able to do financially
and in other ways in ministry. Leaders need to have some way
to assess the giving of those who are in key positions. 

W H O  K N O W S  W H O  G I V E S

Should clergy know how much people give? Churches are dif-
ferent and pastors are different. That is why I do not think
there’s a right answer to this question, although I am inclined to
suggest you move toward the pastor knowing about giving. I
would put it this way: if the reason you do not know who gives
is that the least mature are calling the shots, that’s a problem.
One argument for pastors knowing who gives what is that you
do not want key leaders to be people who are giving little or
nothing. When the pastor does not have giving information, he
or she is on the outside of a key triangle in church life, and I
think that’s a problem. The financial secretary or whoever keeps
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the records knows more than the pastor. Howard Anderson has
strong opinions about this subject: “It’s absolutely essential. You
are irresponsible not to know.” There are pastoral issues at
stake, not just financial. Anderson suggests that if someone sud-
denly stops giving, you need to call on them, because something
is wrong. They may have lost their job or be facing a marital
crisis, or they might be angry with you about something. “One
of the best spiritual indicators is people’s giving patterns, so you
need to know not only how much they give,” Anderson believes,
but you also need to have some way to know when people’s giv-
ing has fallen off or increased dramatically.9

All this said, it can be challenging to make a change like this
in churches where the tradition of the pastor not knowing is very
strong, as is the case in many Baptist churches. Over time, it is
important to pick your battles, as experienced clergy know. One
Baptist pastor put it out before he was called: “If you call me to
be the pastor, I will know the giving records.” 

FA C I N G  R E S I S TA N C E

If leaders decide to move forward in a new direction with a clear,
focused stewardship emphasis, chances are some resistance will
emerge. How do you handle objections to more intentional
stewardship teaching? Remember, the people who object the
loudest are often giving the least. (This is another argument for
the pastor knowing who gives what, so you know what weight
to give to these objections.) Friedman called dealing with intense
resistance, which he described as sabotage, “the keys to the king-
dom” in leadership. It is critical not to be derailed by the naysay-
ers; it is equally essential to have key allies in lay leadership. You
cannot make this shift alone. Don’t get defensive, and don’t try
to argue people into submission. Instead, work hard to stay
calm, to be relatively light about it, and to stay on track with
your plans. You can frame the new approach as an experiment
(recognizing that this will not derail the most vociferous and
noisy objectors). Simply have the courage of your convictions,
and coach lay leaders to do the same. Of course, in some
churches these objections can become extremely intense. One
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pastor found that two key leaders threatened to withdraw their
large pledges when he led the church to offer a challenging stew-
ardship campaign. He stuck to his guns, the leaders did hold
back their pledges—and the church still met its goal. It wasn’t
easy, but it was an act of leadership that will have benefits far
beyond the church budget When leaders can stand up to those
who try to hold the congregation hostage to their own giving,
the whole community is better off.

Resistance may also show up in other areas besides threats to
reduce giving: for instance, criticism of the pastor’s performance
in areas that have nothing to do with money—staff issues, per-
haps, or grumbling about board leadership. A systems view of
congregations recognizes that all aspects of our life together are
connected. It’s like a mobile: move one piece, and the whole mo-
bile bounces. Tampering with long-held approaches to steward-
ship can upset the balance in the congregation. How accurately
can you predict where your church might react? While you may
need to address the issues raised, when you keep the perspective
of the mobile, you will know not to take the criticisms or other
upsets too seriously. If you stay calm, the mobile will rebalance.

C H A N G I N G  AT T I T U D E S  T O  G I V I N G  

Leaders need to continue to develop and adapt their approach
to stewardship. It’s no secret that times are changing. Overall giv-
ing patterns are changing, and were in flux long before the 2008
crisis. Giving as a percentage of income has been in decline for
decades. In 2009 it was 2.38 percent of Protestant per-member
income, the lowest level in forty-one years.10 Overall giving dol-
lars are declining as well: charitable giving to religion decreased
by 8.1 percent (inflation-adjusted) from 2009 to 2011.11 In ad-
dition, competition for charitable dollars has increased dramat-
ically. Fifty-five percent of all charitable dollars used to go to
the church; today it is 33 percent.12 As a result, it is even more
critical to clearly articulate the vision and to ask people to sup-
port it. Other organizations are doing so, and people—many of
them members of local churches—are responding. Increasingly,
people give to specific projects rather than general budgets. Be-
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sides a well-articulated vision and a well-run overall stewardship
campaign, we can also develop specific projects, and ask people
to support those. Second Presbyterian Church in Indianapolis
has worked to encourage younger members to give now to spe-
cific endowed projects, not by estate planning. There are many
ways to be inventive as we encourage people of all generations
to give.13

Of course, we have seen rapidly evolving financial circum-
stances through the economic upheaval in recent years—both
churches and families are struggling. We have to be creative
about inviting people to give when we all are even more anxious
than usual about money, and when we know that people in our
congregation have lost jobs. Here are three ways to approach
stewardship in challenging times. 

First, be honest about the external situation and the church’s
budget situation. Facts are helpful. Even difficult facts, calmly
presented by leadership with the message, “We can handle this,”
help calm people down. For instance, one Episcopal church in
the New York area faced a major budget challenge in 2009 due
to a huge loss in endowment income, plus the loss of giving from
families in the financial services industry. The financial crisis had
a profound impact on the wider community and the church’s
ministry, and on many families within the church. The rector
and vestry chairperson initially addressed the parish member-
ship, both saying, “We don’t know exactly what’s going to hap-
pen, but we’re sure we can get through this. We’re going to help
and encourage the families that are affected, and we are com-
mitted to finding the best way to continue our ministry in this
place.” Their calm demeanor helped others stay calm. 

Second, give people some breathing room, so they can calm
down and think through their questions: What can I afford to
do this year? What am I called to do now and in the future? Give
them freedom to say, “my situation is different now,” without
guilt. For some families growing in giving may mean giving less
in a given year, if they are facing different circumstances. When
people feel accepted no matter what they are able to give, they
are less likely to distance from the community and more likely
to increase their giving again when they are later able to do so.
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Finally, don’t hesitate to challenge those who are able to give
generously as a response to God, and to help the church through
a difficult period. We offer the opportunity for them to grow
spiritually in relation to their money. Don’t assume that everyone
will need to reduce their giving. Even in an economic downturn
some will continue to have plenty of resources.

The stakes can seem very high in today’s challenging econ-
omy. Yet you will be better off the more you can hold the task
lightly, and see how people respond to an honest acknowledg-
ment of the facts, coupled with a sense of possibility and hope.
Keep your wits about you, and encourage other leaders to do
the same. We will all need to remain light on our feet as we face
a changing generational and economic environment in the years
and decades to come.14

H E L P I N G  P E O P L E  R E L AT E  T O  
M O N E Y  A L L  Y E A R  L O N G

Stewardship is about far more than preaching about money one
or two Sundays a year. It is not simply about supporting the
budget. Rather, it is a ministry to help people learn about their
relationship to money, and to other ways they can give. This
chapter focuses on encouraging financial giving to the ministry
of the church, of course. Yet overall financial education—help-
ing people grow in their relationship to their own personal fi-
nances—can be a vital part of stewardship. People will find it
hard to make decisions about giving if their own financial house
is not in order. Conversely, when they feel more clarity and con-
trol over their own relationship with their resources, they will
find it easier to say yes to more giving. 

So it is important to talk about money and faith frequently:
from the pulpit, in educational settings, and in pastoral care.
This is a profound pastoral need in churches. People touch
money every day of their lives, and they desperately need help.
Israel Galindo, Associate Dean for Lifelong Learning at Colum-
bia Theological Seminary, says that all too often we give people
no help during the year to deal with what money represents in
their lives from a faith perspective. He says, “Then once a year
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we ask them for more money while they are dealing with all this
anxiety about money. So if part of my pastoral responsibility is
the spiritual welfare of my congregation, I cannot avoid dealing
with this real, critical faith issue in the life of my members. It’s
not about the budget; it’s about a Christian response to the re-
sources you have.”15 Expanding your understanding of your
ministry in this area beyond simply supporting the budget or
even the vision will be a huge contribution to your people.

For many clergy, this means overcoming the tendency to
avoid financial issues and to be relieved when stewardship sea-
son is over. As I said, early in my ministry I dreaded the fall cam-
paign and was glad when it was completed. Yet over time I
learned to view it as an opportunity for ministry, to support peo-
ple as they grew in their spiritual and financial lives. We devel-
oped a year-round stewardship focus rather than limiting it to a
few weeks in the fall. This shift took the pressure off the “cam-
paign” season, and enabled us to provide other opportunities
for learning, such as a financial education program. 

As you engage in the long-term education of your members
regarding faith and finances, remember that people change
slowly over something as fraught as money. Think five years, or
more. Then you and your leaders can look back and see what
has happened, and celebrate the results. Think about what you
want for people in terms of their relationship with their re-
sources. Write it down for yourself: “I want the majority of peo-
ple in this congregation to be tithers.” “I want the people of this
church to give out of love and not out of duty.” “I want the peo-
ple of this community to see their daily relationship with money
from a spiritual perspective.” When you are clear on what you
want for your people, you can make choices about how to
preach and teach to offer them a path to get there. You can tell
them what you want, and why: “I want you to see your money
as a gift from God, because I believe there is greater freedom
when you see money from a spiritual perspective.” This ap-
proach to teaching and preaching about finances is far different
from willing others to be different. It gives people room to do
their own thinking: “What do I think about what the pastor says
he wants?” “How am I going to respond to what she said
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today?” “What do I want from my relationship with my re-
sources?” When people begin to do their own reflecting on their
life with money, change will happen. 

C E L E B R AT I N G  T H E  P R I V I L E G E  
O F  T H E  M I N I S T RY  O F  S T E WA R D S H I P

We can find much to enjoy and even celebrate about the stew-
ardship process, rather than dreading it or viewing it as a neces-
sary evil. We get to talk about money, which most of us badly
need to get better at. We have the chance to articulate something
important about the vision and ministry of our church. We have
the privilege of getting people involved in giving, some for the
very first time. Make your own list about what you can celebrate
about the need to raise money for your church’s ministry.

It is possible to enjoy stewardship season more. Here are sev-
eral ways to do so. 

1. Think about the stewardship process as ministry, not as
a tedious chore that you have to get through. You’ll
enjoy it more.

2. Enter into it as a learner. See what you can learn about
your congregation, as well as new developments in
stewardship. Read one book about stewardship every
year. Find a stewardship blog or other online resource
that you like and check it frequently. 

3. Imagine together ways you can make it fun. Invite more
fun people to be on the committee. Collect humor about
stewardship and about money. Do what you can to get
yourself a little lighter. Invite a young person to be part
of the stewardship process. Develop your own ideas to
frame stewardship as ministry, to keep learning about
stewardship and to make it more fun.

4. Celebrate those who give to your church. Having
generous givers, whether they give a lot or a little, during
their lifetime or after their death, makes a difference in
the life of a congregation. We often do little to
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acknowledge those who give. It could be fun for
everyone to do more celebrating. Giving may increase—
but even better, leaders can feel lighter about the
stewardship enterprise. When pastors and church leaders
put a positive focus all year long on all those who give,
the whole church can benefit.

P

Tips for  Celebrating Those Who Give

1
Write a thank you note by hand to each giver of record. In today’s
world, a handwritten note will make a powerful impression.

2
Celebrate in worship those who give, 
outside of stewardship season.

3
When you highlight a ministry in worship, in a publication, 
or on your website, make a point about those who support 

it by giving their time and money.

4
Use social media to thank those who give. 
(If you don’t know how, ask a young person. 

If you do know how, teach other people who need to know.)

5
Tell the story of someone who left a legacy to the church, 

recently or long ago.

6
Celebrate the founding members of your church. 
If any are still living, thank them in person.
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7
For pastors, preach a sermon celebrating those who give, 

without asking people to give.

8
Celebrate and thank those who give 
sacrificially on a small income.

9
When you receive the final total in pledges, 

have a big celebration in worship and after worship.

10
Ask an artist in your congregation to create something 

beautiful to celebrate your givers.

I D E A S  T O  P O N D E R

Whether it’s campaign season or not, keep asking yourself ques-
tions that will lead to greater clarity about stewardship and will
help you get some distance from the understandable anxiety
about next year’s budget. Step back from your own anxiety
about staffing, your salary, and the uncertain economy. Figure
out what you think. Then, think about what you want to say to
the church about what you think. It can help others to know
what they think, if you acknowledge the complexity of these
matters, and that you struggle, too. 

u Questions
Here are four questions to ask yourself as you continue to do
the important ongoing work of clarifying your personal thinking
about stewardship.

1. Why do you give? For most of us, there is a variety of
reasons: our values, our upbringing, our position of
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leadership, a sense of obligation, love. See if you can
untangle some of these threads for yourself.

2. What did you learn about giving from your family of
origin? I can remember getting a one-dollar allowance and
being expected to give a dime. As a young adult, the first
time I chose not to tithe it made me very anxious—I was
breaking the family rules. Over time, I had to figure out
what I myself thought about those rules, and chose to tithe
for myself. What do you think about your family rules
about giving?

3. Why do you give the amount you give? Do you tithe?
Why? Do you and your spouse or partner agree on these
matters? How do you make the decisions you do?

4. Why do you give where you give? Do you give most of
your tithe or other charitable giving to the church, or do
you divide it up? Why? How do you respond to those
phone calls? Do you give to everyone who comes along, or
not? Why?
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uc h a p t e r  f o u r

Explore Your Church’s 
Financial Past

I do believe that the past plays an important, often
unarticulated role in creating the present-day realities of

religious institutions. Memories survive in different 
ways, sometimes as a deep undercurrent of sadness or

disappointment, sometimes as a tendency toward suspicion 
of outsiders or as resentment of authority. The past can work
in positive ways too, inuring a centuries-old congregation 
against panic or despair. All this suggests the importance of
understanding the institutional DNA of a place—that broad

set of predilections that shape (but do not determine) a 
church or a denomination’s life course. 

— Margaret Bendroth, “The Past Isn’t Past”1

P H I L I P,  A  U C C  M I N I S T E R , was visiting the oldest
member of his church. Mary had grown up in the church, and
her parents were founding members. He asked Mary what her
parents said about Reverend Stone, the first minister. She replied
that everyone said he kept the church afloat: “He shook people
upside down to empty their pockets so the church could stay
open.” Philip realized that the council expected him to shake
people upside down, too—and he had happily done so. He
hadn’t quite realized it, and he certainly hadn’t known this was
a congregational tradition.
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K N O W  Y O U R  C H U R C H ’ S  
M O N E Y  S T O RY

Do you wonder why your church does what it does around
money? It’s easy to celebrate or blame individuals in church
life—the generous giver, the difficult treasurer. Yet money pat-
terns are not simply about key people. Rather, these behaviors
may be part of the church’s heritage. Past patterns in relating to
money frequently persist. Some churches have a long history of
conflict over money; others pass the budget every year without
a ripple. Some churches are generous with staff; others begrudge
every nickel in increases, year after year, decade after decade.
Some churches generously support community outreach, gener-
ation after generation; other congregations never believe they
have enough, despite a large endowment. When you visit a
church, you instantly have a sense of its personality the minute
you walk in the door. That personality goes beyond the surface,
deep into the life of the church. When it comes to money, what
do you see in your church: generosity or stinginess, outward
focus or inward focus, careful planning or crisis mentality? 

When you are dealing with money at church, the past is al-
ways present, and it’s important to pay attention to it. Making
sense of the past can help you lead in the present. Of course, you
do not want to be mired in the past. At the same time, you do
not want to ignore it, because it can trip you up. Understanding
your church’s money history can explain sometimes puzzling
patterns, and give perspective on why changing them is so diffi-
cult. It can also help you see unexpected strengths that can help
you all work together for a better future.

The founding story of your church is one critical way the past
is present. If your church started with the enthusiastic financial
support of its first members, chances are you still have members
enthusiastically supporting the church’s ministry. If you received
substantial funding from your denomination at the beginning,
your church might have an entitlement mentality—or a confi-
dence that the bottom line will always be met. If your church
began in an acrimonious split from another church about
money, there will be some residue in relation to finance, whether
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it happened last year or two generations ago. The earliest pat-
terns of relationship in churches frequently persist over time.

Moreover, money-related issues that emerge throughout the
lifetime of the church also can have an impact on the future. A
series of successful capital fund drives makes the success of cam-
paigns in the future more likely. If there was a fight over prop-
erty or money, look for that to show up in your church’s
financial life over time. A formerly German-speaking church dis-
covered old board minutes, in German, detailing the fight the
board had about whether to build a one-seat or a two-seat out-
house. Some did not want to spend the money for the two-seater.
Today the penny-pinching emerges in not wanting to spend
money on an updated website. Beliefs about history also influ-
ence the present: the stories people believe are true have power
even if they are only partially true (“This place was rolling with
money in the fifties”). 

Emotional intensity around money gets passed down from
generation to generation, in churches as well as families. You
might wonder, if these behaviors are transmitted, how does it
happen? It makes sense this might happen in families, but how
does it take place in institutions, where people are not even re-
lated? There are no easy answers for this—sometimes it seems
almost mysterious. Why is it that one family always gives the
lion’s share of the budget, for example? Over the years, it’s not
even the same family, but the pattern persists. 

There are some logical elements at work here. Early in a
church’s story relationship patterns are developed. The pastors
who come to serve that church and the people who join it fit the
mold, with its strengths and weaknesses. The whole becomes
larger than the sum of its parts, and the patterns persist. Pastors
and lay leaders come in and try to change the culture, to encour-
age others to give more, or to fight less about money. Yet once
the form has taken place, it’s not so easy to change. After twenty-
five or fifty or one hundred years, it takes more than a year to
shift these behaviors.

What can church leaders do about these realities? Instead of
tearing your hair out, do a little research and learn more about
your church’s past. Make friends with the church historian and
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read past annual reports: you may be surprised by what you
learn. One pastor read through years of reports for the church
he served and noticed every single pastor tried to convince peo-
ple to support the church better financially, going back before
he was born. He realized the chance of him making a significant
shift in those patterns, as he had hoped to do when he arrived,
was small. In a way, this long-term perspective takes the pressure
off. Keeping an eye on the sweep of congregational history re-
minds ministers that their time with these people is brief, rela-
tively speaking. And it helps avoid the Messiah-complex that
can be so tempting to clergy. If your parish has a long history,
dig through the layers to see what you can find out. You do not
have to read every ledger, but read some key reports, and ask
key leaders for their stories. Even if your church is young, there
is financial history that you need to learn. As I have noted, pay
particular attention to the founding story. If you are the found-
ing pastor, it still pays to think about the dynamics that went
into funding your church, and the patterns you are creating that
can affect future generations.

When clergy first start at a church, they have a great excuse
to ask questions about finances. Organizational consultant
Kathy Wiseman suggests that you work hard first thing to relate
to whoever is responsible for financial decision-making, both
paid and unpaid. Get to know them, and ask them about each
turning point in the financial history—what was it, how did they
get to it, and how did they get out of it? Then ask, “Who else
should I talk to? Because financial responsibility is on the top of
my list for a high-functioning organization.” This strategy ac-
complishes a couple of important tasks: it helps you develop re-
lationships with the key money players first thing, and it gives
you information you need to assess the system of which you
have become a part.2

However, you do not have to be new in your congregation to
benefit from this research. It’s never too late to start. You can
begin to put together the pieces of the story you already know
into a coherent whole, understanding more deeply the forces
that have made your congregation what it is, and how finances
are a part of that. As you track the history, see if you can connect
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financial happenings with other events in the life of the church,
in the community, or in your denomination. Any church is part
of a larger system. If your church existed during the Great De-
pression, or a more recent economic downturn, how did it
weather that? Can you find out? You may find resilience you
did not expect. If your church has a significant anniversary com-
ing up, it’s a good opportunity for you to learn more. If there
are anniversary histories, read them with new eyes, looking for
clues to their story with money, at the beginning and through
the years. The point of the research is not to accumulate infor-
mation for yet another “History of First Church” document.
Rather, it is to support you in your leadership, to deepen your
understanding of your people, and to help you be less reactive
and more thoughtful about the ministry and financial decisions
that need to be made in the present.

It can take years to get the whole story. Still, leaders who lis-
ten for the stories over time can learn a lot about how their
church functions now. Knowing the past does not necessarily
mean we can change the patterns, yet when we know more, we
can be more neutral about the sometimes surprising decisions
about money that congregations make. 

One Episcopal priest had a wealthy church member tell him,
“This should be a poor church.” He learned that the church had
for decades approached ministry funding by talking up the des-
perate need for funds in the short term rather than charting a
ministry direction. When a money crunch came, the previous
rector was expected to drive around and request money from
wealthy families. Also, the families of wealth in the congregation
did not want to appear too generous lest it inhibit other givers.
The current rector learned about this practice when the business
manager told him, “By the way, you should know we have $37
in the operating account.” She expected he would follow the
pattern. Instead he said, “That is not going to happen.” 

This rector took some time to reflect on what he had learned,
and then called a parish meeting for the following Sunday to
pass along the information about the $37, asking them the ques-
tion, “What do you think we should do about this situation?”
The parish had been consistently sheltered from knowing any-
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thing about the financial life of the parish. He began to insist
that they talk together about their ministry and to ask questions
about what was the best way to fund it consistently, rather than
lurching from crisis to crisis. Several years later, he finds there is
still resistance to transparency about money. What you learn be-
comes a reality check: if this church has had a mid-year financial
crisis for forty years, you are not going to worry so much about
this year’s crunch since the parish always seems to come through
by the end of the year. And you can then make choices about
how to speak with leaders and members about finances that are
grounded in their own history, even as you challenge them to
function in new ways.

You can be more creative in your approach to leadership
around stewardship and finance, and be less frustrated overall,
if you recognize the power of past patterns. You will have a bet-
ter sense of what you are facing, and the kind of patience and
persistence that will be required to make a difference in the long
term. A Baptist pastor discovered as she began to look into the
story of her own church that the lay leadership liked to keep the
pastor on the outside of financial decision-making. At first she
had thought it was because she was a woman. Yet when she
talked to her predecessor, she learned they did the same thing to
him. And about a year into her pastorate she found an old letter
from a pastor a generation before, suggesting that the same thing
was true. 

So she realized this was not anything personal, and she didn’t
make an issue of it. She had to deal with her own feelings of
being excluded, but she remembered the history and worked
hard not to take it personally. She kept showing up at the
trustees’ meetings, and she always learned something about the
church at the meetings. She also learned to show up occasionally
at the café where several of them gathered for coffee every
Wednesday. They still forgot to notify her of the meetings on oc-
casion, but she let it go and simply came to the next meeting.
She found the group over time treated her with more respect and
even asked her opinion on occasion. Finally, at her suggestion
they were able to make some new choices about how to use the
endowment funds to support ministry more effectively. Of
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course, shifts in how congregations or small trustee boards or
finance committees make financial decisions do not happen
overnight. Even beginning to make the shifts takes time.

Make sure you look at the strengths as well as the negatives
in your church’s functioning around money. What are the posi-
tive elements in how they handle their resources? What can you
celebrate about the way church leaders have dealt with money
matters over the years and decades? Where do those strengths
come from in their history? Some churches have a long history
of giving away substantial sums of money for mission endeavors.
Others have clear and effective ways of cultivating giving in their
members. Perhaps your church has always had open and reliable
record-keeping, or a tradition of encouraging gifts to an endow-
ment to support ministry. Obviously, some churches do better
than others at raising money, managing it, spending it, and giv-
ing it away. Yet every church which still has its doors open has
strengths to celebrate.

Of course, there may be real challenges in any or all of these
areas that need to be addressed right away. Still, the more posi-
tive you can be about what you see in your own congregation,
the more effective you can be at leading them and helping them
both to build on the strengths and to handle the difficulties.
When you can genuinely celebrate aspects of their financial life,
you will have a different relationship with lay leaders and church
members as you work together to support the life of the congre-
gation. If they know you appreciate who they are and their hard
work over the years in maintaining their life together, they will
be more open to your leadership.

You may find the tips on the following page useful as you
work with your congregation on issues related to money. Ap-
plying them will take more than a few weeks or months. Con-
sider this a long-term research project which will support and
enhance your ministry in this congregation. 
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P

Tips for  Church Leaders on Relating to the
History of  Your Church

1
Read any written histories your church has produced. Look for hints

about its approach to money over the years. 

2
Ask the oldest members of the church for their understanding of 
how the congregation has dealt with money in their memory. 

Compare their stories with the written history.

3
Assess what is going on in the present for its connection with the past.
Watch for similarities and differences. Is there growth or regression (not
just in dollar amounts, but also in the ability to deal with challenge)?

4
Pay attention to particularly significant events, positive or negative: a
large bequest, a new building, a building fire, embezzlement, or a

church split. The residue of past milestones will be present in the church
now in some way. Notice whether people never talk about them, or talk

about nothing else (both a sign of intensity).

5
Look for strengths in the history: the founding of the church, 
success in responding to a budget challenge, building a new 
ministry or physical plant. Highlight these successes, 

without trying to be a cheerleader.

6
Observe the role of the pastor in the money life of the church. Does the
leadership depend heavily on you, or leave you out? Research your
predecessors and how they functioned in this area of church life 

(both what they say and what others say about them).
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S H A R I N G  T H E  S T O RY

How should you share the fruits of your research? You might
tell the stories you learn about the church’s money story from
time to time to key leaders, to the whole board or vestry, and
even to the congregation as a whole. It could make for an inter-
esting one-time sermon. Try not to anxiously criticize or ha-
rangue: “This church has never supported its pastors well!” Be
aware of your own stance, and do not position yourself as the
know-it-all telling them something about their own church and
its money. Instead, stand with them as a fellow learner who loves
their church, too. Gently put the story in front of people,
whether it is one of struggle or strength or both: “Here are some
things I’ve been learning about our church finances lately.” Or,
“Mildred was just telling me something interesting about the
church budget I hadn’t heard before.” If there is difficult history,
rather than making people face their past history, see it as a way
to open the door to future conversation. You might say, “Hmm,
I noticed this—what do you think about it?” You are giving peo-
ple a chance to reflect on their own story, now or when they are
ready in the future. When you are calmly honest about both
strengths and weaknesses, you allow room for shifts to happen.

Sharing your learnings with others can be enjoyable, espe-
cially when you unearth unexpected resources and strengths. Do
it in a positive manner, as a way of tapping into the collective
wisdom and resources. You can use the stories of the past to en-
courage people in the present. James Lamkin of Northside Drive
Baptist Church in Atlanta says that in facing the recent economic
crisis he found in his research that his church also dealt with re-
cessionary times in the 1970s. He made a copy of the church
newsletter from 1975 about budget cutbacks and layoffs. He
asked his leaders, “How in the world did the church handle this
crisis? It looks worse then than it is now.” He reminded them of
the resourcefulness the church had shown in the past that was
still available in the present. He says, “It’s like sliding Grandpa’s
picture in front of the family and saying, he was a rascal, but he
had tenacity, don’t you think?”3 It is possible to frame even past
difficulties as a sign of resourcefulness: this church is still stand-
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ing, still worshipping, still maintaining its building, and that is
something to celebrate.

Finally, be patient. It’s easy to think if you simply point out
the negative practices to folks, or describe a better way of doing
things, that everything will change. “Isn’t it obvious?” we think.
Yet because the patterns come out of the deeper “logic” of emo-
tional process over decades of relationships, rational argument
does not often change anything. And in one way, these behaviors
have worked: the institution is still alive. Sure, there might be
more productive, more economical, less conflictual ways of
doing the church’s business. Yet people do what they do for a
reason. “Mr. Johnson always pays the bill at the end of the year,
so why do we need to challenge others to give? It’s worked for
us.” “We have not needed the pastor’s input to the trustees;
we’ve managed fine so far without it, so why do we need you?”
People do not ask these questions explicitly, of course, and they
may not even be aware of them. The questions are at work
nonetheless, and a wise leader is aware of them. Remember,
church patterns that have developed over many decades, and
even centuries in some cases, will not go away simply because
some pastor or priest says they should. Expect to take some
years to create the kind of shifts in functioning around money
that will last. To see changes that will last beyond your own
tenure may take the rest of your ministry. Imagine how your
church’s financial life might be in thirty years, or one hundred.
Then take some small actions now that can have a big impact
over time. 

Every congregation is fascinating, and every church’s history
is fascinating when you begin to approach it as a resource for
your own leadership in the area of money and for the congrega-
tion’s financial present and future. Appropriate humility and re-
spect are necessary qualities. Sometimes clergy come in and act
as if the past is worthless and only the future (done their way)
matters. The church may face real financial issues that need to
be addressed. All congregations need to adapt to survive finan-
cially and institutionally in a changing environment. You may
need to have difficult conversations and make difficult choices.
Leaders who begin from a position of respect for others, and
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who put in the time (on the clock and on the calendar) to sit
with folks and listen to the stories will have more capital to draw
on when leaders face challenging choices. People will not feel
backed into a corner. 

Can you bring an open heart to your church’s story, and
where it is now on its journey with money? Can you deeply ac-
cept where they are and where they have been? Perhaps their
values are different from your values. Sure, you would like to
see them grow in giving and in freedom from the materialism of
our society, and not just so they can pay you a better salary. You
are a spiritual leader and you want more for them and for the
ministry than you all have right now. Still, a leader who stands
tapping his or her foot waiting for people to get it and come
along will not go far in motivating those who follow. People re-
spond to leaders who both love and accept them as they are,
while over time challenging them to see a bigger picture of what
is possible. 

I D E A S  T O  P O N D E R

Remember, it takes a long time to get to know a congregation
and its history. Do not expect to get there in a year. After a year
you may have an idea of where to begin, and it takes at least
five years to understand the lay of the land in a congregation.
With a high-valence topic such as money, it may take longer to
get the picture, especially if you yourself are anxious about it,
too. Celebrate the strengths of the past; acknowledge and accept
the challenges that have been handed down. Roll up your sleeves
and get to work, together with others, to craft a thoughtful ap-
proach to the present and the future. It could be fun. 

u Questions
Here are seven questions to ask about your church’s money
story.

1. How did the church get started? How was it funded at
the beginning? What can you learn about how the founders
dealt with money, including the founding pastor? 
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2. What has been the pattern of support over the years?
Annual giving? Endowment (and how was it created)?
Denominational subsidy? 

3. What financial crises has the church faced? How has the
congregation weathered them?

4. Are there particular areas of ministry, now and in the
past, that become the focus of people’s anxiety about
money: the building? staffing? mission/outreach giving? 

5. Who knows what about the money? Has that always
been the case? How much secrecy or openness do you see?

6. Where are the financial records archives kept, and who
knows what is in them?

7. What are the long-term patterns related to stewardship:
is giving going up or down? If there has been a shift in
either direction, when did it take place? What else was
going on in the congregation at the time? 
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uc h a p t e r  f i v e

Remember Your Family’s
Money Story

To the extent that the pastor has not resolved issues 
about money related to his or her family of origin, 

the pastor will never be able to resolve issues 
about money in his or her congregation.

— Israel Galindo, Columbia Theological Seminary1

S O M E T I M E S  T H E  M O N E Y patterns in your church that
you perceive as problematic will be so frustrating you will want
to tear your hair out. Other times they may seem charming. This
may have more to do with your own level of anxiety, in general
and around money in particular, than with anything objective
about the church. We all need to recognize our own contribution
to challenges around money at church. The way we react to fi-
nancial matters at church is rooted in our experience in the fam-
ilies we grew up in. Frank, the pastor of a small Disciples church,
led the congregation to sell their building to another church,
with the proviso that they could continue to use the building for
worship as long as they wanted. Church members had a hard
time accepting that they no longer owned the building. Frank
found the transition was not difficult for him. Thinking back,
he remembered his parents had never owned a home, and were
always comfortable in rental housing. Suddenly, it made sense
that he would be happy leading a church which worshipped in
someone else’s building.
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K N O W  Y O U R  FA M I LY ’ S  
R E L AT I O N S H I P  T O  M O N E Y

Your own family’s money story has a deep impact on how you
lead in church finance, because you learn the meaning of money
in the family you grow up in. One pastor remembers hearing his
mother say, every time they saw someone driving a nice car, “But
are they happy?” We internalize any number of lines, from
“Money doesn’t grow on trees” to “You can’t take it with you.”
It is in your family of origin that you learned what you now be-
lieve and practice about work, about spending, about saving,
about borrowing. Some of the lessons are spoken out loud; other
messages are given silently yet no less powerfully. 

Of course, families also teach lessons about giving. Bill En-
right is now director of the Lake Institute on Faith and Giving,
and for many years was a Presbyterian pastor. He says, “I grew
up in a family where we were taught to give.” He tells the story
of saving for a $30 red Schwinn bike out of his first paper route.
When he had the $30, he told his mother he was going to buy
the bike. She asked him, “Did you pay your tithe?” He says, “I
had to work another couple of weeks to get the bike.”2 You re-
member for a lifetime what you learn from your parents about
giving.

When you grow up, those family patterns are still present.
You may follow the same way of dealing with money, or you
may react and do the opposite. Perhaps you spend lavishly like
your father, or take a vow never to put the family finances at
risk the way he did. Your birth order and other circumstances
in your growing up life affect how you live out the family’s
money story. But whether you slavishly follow the family script
or rebel against it, that story has a powerful impact on your re-
lationship with money. If you marry and have children, you cre-
ate a nuclear family of your own, and in turn teach your children
lessons about money.

Many clergy are not comfortable talking about money, and
this is often rooted in their family experience. Many of us did
not learn how to manage or even discuss money in the families
we grew up in. Bill Enright works with groups of clergy around
the country doing seminars on churches and giving. He always
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asks, “How many of you grew up in families where you talked
about money?” Typically, Enright says, in a group of twenty-
five participants, about four hands will go up. He gets a similar
response to the question, “How many of you knew how much
your parents gave?”3 When you do not learn a vocabulary of
money—or of stewardship—early in your life, you can find it
difficult to lead a congregation to have more open conversations
about money or to boldly challenge people to give more. 

An important way to gain greater freedom in your relation-
ship with money, both at home and at church, is to explore your
family’s relationship with it through the generations. You can
become a student of the multigenerational process that has
shaped you and the way you deal with finances. Over time, this
can help you become clearer and more intentional about your
own choices in relation to money and to other people around
money matters. As you step back from the automatic forces at
work in you, you can find yourself more thoughtful and less re-
active about money.

How to begin this work? Here’s one way to start to explore
the patterns you can see and the stories and conversations you
remember hearing about money in your family of origin. Begin
by simply looking at your family and trying to assess what the
patterns are. You can track money matters in your own family
by developing a family diagram or genogram.4 Then take a look
to see, over at least three generations, what people have done
for work and how they have done financially. Begin to wonder
what has been the general family attitude toward money. How
important is financial success? What do the family leaders, the
patriarchs and the matriarchs, think about money and what do
they do with it?

As you examine your family story, remember that money in
family life, like church life, is not a thing in itself. It becomes a
focus for the family, a way to absorb the free-floating anxiety
that comes with the territory of being human. This can show up
in any number of ways in families. A spouse who is unable to
earn a living. Constant conflict between spouses about how to
spend the money they have. Or complete avoidance of conver-
sations about finances. Some families have a designated financial
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success, often the oldest. And there may be a family member
who struggles to make enough to live on, often someone further
down the birth order, a younger daughter or a younger son.
What do you notice in your family about where anxiety shows
up in relation to money? This work is best done with a coach in
an individual or small group setting where you look at your fam-
ily genogram and begin to position yourself in a different place
in your family over time. It’s easier to have some help to know
where to begin and what to do if you get stuck. This is not a
quick-fix model for change, but a long-term process of explo-
ration. 

If your parents are still living, you can ask them questions
about how they learned about money. You don’t need to give
them the third degree, but just ask a question now and again.
This can be part of your ongoing reflective research on your own
family. Listen with different ears to the stories people tell. My
father has started talking in recent years (or perhaps I’m just lis-
tening better now) about the fact that his father did not think
he should go to college on the GI Bill after World War II, but
should take up a trade. Dad ended up not only going to college
but sending some of the stipend he received home to help sup-
port his parents. He sent money home until he married in his
thirties. This kind of family exploration can make the obligatory
visits home much more interesting and a richer experience for
everyone. Of course, in some families with big money traumas
like bankruptcy, a business failure, or inheritance struggles that
lead to emotional cutoff, raising questions about the past is not
easy. It can take a long time to be ready to even begin these con-
versations. 

Take a look at your family genogram and see what informa-
tion you don’t know. You can ask questions like, “What kind
of work did Grandpa do?” or, “How did you decide to be an
engineer?” or, “Did your parents give you an allowance?” Your
parents do not have to be living to begin this exploration. If you
still have aunts or uncles, you can use them as a resource. In ad-
dition, cousins can be a great source of information about the
family’s money story, and as peers can be easier to approach
than the previous generation. The information you get from any
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family member may be new and valuable. But more important,
you are standing in your family in a different way, as a re-
searcher, just as you can do with your congregation. When you
are doing this research, you can be more neutral, less inclined
to be caught up in the emotional patterns of your family or to
be judgmental, annoyed, or slavishly loyal to one member or an-
other.

L E A R N I N G  T O  M A K E
D I F F E R E N T  C H O I C E S

Why take the time to do this work? Not only can it give you
more freedom in your personal financial life, it can also help you
with the money side of ministry. Your family’s money story af-
fects your leadership, and when you have more perspective on
how you were shaped in relation to money, you will have greater
freedom in the money side of ministry. When you work on some
of the difficult issues related to money in your family of origin,
you will find it far easier to deal with money in ministry and in
life. Your family is always available to you (no matter who is no
longer living or geographically distant) as you do this work of
understanding in greater depth the forces that have shaped you
in relationship to money. As you learn, you can begin to bring
your new perspective into your awareness of your own financial
functioning. Awareness is not everything, but it is a start. See if
you can notice more about how you make your own money de-
cisions, compared with the rest of your family and previous gen-
erations. When you make these observations, different choices
become possible over time. 

Mark, a Presbyterian minister, realized as he looked at his
own family that he was the golden boy in his family. His father
was the oldest in his family, but had struggled to provide for the
family. As a result, there was even more pressure on him, as the
oldest in the next generation, to do well. He was the firstborn
of the cousins in that generation, too. He chose ministry, not a
highly-paid profession, but he ended up in a big, prestigious
church which paid well. He felt a lot of pressure to keep the
church finances on track. He was what is sometimes known as
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a “standard-bearer” for the family, often if not always male,
who has to succeed for more than one generation of a family.
For Mark, it showed up most intensely in finances. Over time,
he was able to lower his own expectations of himself a little—
and that little went a long way toward reducing his stress. 

As you learn more about the family forces that have created
your attitudes toward money, you can develop more neutrality
toward it, and have more options. This is not an easy process,
and it is not a quick one. It’s a gradual shift. The old patterns
are always ready to resurface in times of high anxiety, when we
often revert to the ways of functioning we learned in childhood.
Still, if you are aware of what you do when you are anxious,
you will have more choices. Your responses will be less auto-
matic. When the treasurer calls you in a panic, after an initially
anxious response, you may be better able to step back and have
a thoughtful conversation.

Sue, a Methodist minister in a small congregation, was not
the oldest, but she was the oldest girl. She did not feel the pres-
sure to produce, but she felt internal pressure to take care of oth-
ers. Her younger sister struggled financially, and Sue sometimes
sent her money to tide her over. When transients stopped by the
church and asked for money, she had a hard time saying no, even
though the church had a clear policy about not giving out cash.
She felt guilty every time, and sometimes she just gave out her
own money. She began to look at her family story, and realized
that her mother also had a sister who struggled with finances.
She had forgotten about the whispered conversations her parents
had had about whether they could afford to send money to Aunt
Judy. In conversation with her mother she discovered that Judy
was in a nursing home a few hours from her church. Her parents
were still in touch with her, although she herself had not seen
Judy since she was a kid. She made a visit at a time when her
mother was going to be there. Soon after that she told her sister
she would not be able to send money anymore. Her sister was
angry for a short time and quit speaking to her, but settled down
by Christmas when the family got together. And she found her-
self much more able to be calm about people asking her for
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money, and able to implement the church policy of never giving
cash.

Family systems theory suggests that it is better to view the
family as a whole rather than focusing on the problems of an
individual. What happens between people is as important as
what happens inside people. You learn how to relate to others
and to the world at large—and to money—out of the family you
grew up in. Your parents had parents, and they learned how to
relate to others out of those family experiences, and this pattern
goes on back through the generations. So the more you learn
about your parents and previous generations and how they re-
lated to money, the more you learn about yourself and the more
you gain options for engaging with money, and with other peo-
ple around money. You may say, “How can this be? These events
happened so long ago. I’ve never even heard of any of those peo-
ple. How can their lives affect me and how I relate to money?”
It may simply be that your grandmother passed down some of
her anxieties to your father, and your father passed them down
to you in turn as he raised you. However it happens, I never
cease to be amazed by the way patterns from the past show up
in the present in complex and subtle ways. 

In my own family there are multiple generations of high anx-
iety about money. My father was caught in an intense triangle
with his parents. His father did not like to work for other peo-
ple, and he had a small roofing business. He worked just enough
to pay the bills. My grandmother was always anxious about
money, since she was deprived of an inheritance as a young
woman. She recruited my father to try to get his father to work
harder and earn more. My grandfather would say to my father,
“I’ve got two pensions; I don’t know what she wants.” He was
content as long as the bills were paid, but she could never feel
secure because of her own intense story. And my father was
caught in the middle. My father, learning his lesson well from
his mother, hates to spend money. He has accumulated substan-
tial assets as a result of his frugality and his long career working.
My cousins have told me that his older brother, my uncle, would
spend any money he had. They had different responses to the
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family anxiety about money. Like my father, I’m inclined to be
frugal and to worry about whether there will be enough. 

Exploring my family story has made a difference for me. One
year I invited my father and my brother to meet me in Kansas,
and we visited the towns where my father was born and grew
up. We visited the farm that my grandmother and her siblings
inherited and then lost due to her brother-in-law’s mismanage-
ment, according to my father’s long-ago memories. We went to
the cemetery where her parents were buried following their
tragic death. I believe many of the roots of our family anxiety
about money lie in that town. Following the visit some things
shifted for me and for the family. My father suddenly offered to
buy me a car, the most spontaneously generous thing he has ever
done for me. My husband and I bought our first home after liv-
ing in a parsonage for years. And we were also able to make
some decisions about investing an inheritance he received that
year. 

The shifts seemed almost magical. And yet I can’t say it is
magic. Years later, I still am slow to make decisions about
money. I try to practice what I preach, and I notice I can only
do it sometimes. I know from the inside out how hard it is to
take action on some of these matters. As I have explored the his-
tory of money in my family, and observed others across the gen-
erations and the way they relate to it, I have found I do have
more choices. In my pastoral ministry, I found myself over time
much more able to be straightforward about money matters and
to lead in stewardship without apology. In family life I am more
able to have conversations about money rather than avoiding
them. It’s not a magic bullet—I still have to work hard to regu-
late my anxiety about money. And like my father, I’m still check-
ing to see if this shaving cream is a quarter cheaper than the
other. 

I have worked over the years, and continue to work to culti-
vate in myself the ability to be more thoughtful about money,
make decisions about it that are based in my values, think clearly
about money rather than getting fuzzy from anxiety, ask for and
receive what my work is worth, trust God more fully, be lighter
and less serious about money, and celebrate every day the wealth
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I do have. I have found it valuable to connect with more distant
branches of the family to relate with people who have different
values and make different choices in relation to money, as a way
to extend my repertoire in this challenging area of life. What
would you like to develop in yourself in relation to money? And
where in your family might you find people who have those at-
titudes?

Finally, don’t forget that families bring strengths as well as
difficulties in the area of money. If your family fed you, kept a
roof over your head, and provided clothes for your back, they
had some ability to manage resources. You might make a list of
the financial resources your family had and have. Don’t stop
with your parents—think about your grandparents and great-
grandparents. Israel Galindo remembers that his own immigrant
family had a multigenerational tradition of a strong work ethic.
He says, “They never had huge anxieties about money because
their work ethic is, you take responsibility for doing what you
need to do to take care of your family. They always had a strong
sense of agency, that issues about money are under our control.”
He sees that as a significant resource in his own life.5 Look at
your family and see what you can celebrate about how they re-
lated to money: They paid the bills. They knew how to spend
money to have a good time. They saved regularly. They were
generous with others. 

One of the Ten Commandments says, “Honor your father
and your mother.” I gained a great deal from my parents and
from their families that helps me in relation to money every day.
I know how to live frugally, which can give a lot of freedom. I
understand the value of giving. I place a high value on being in-
dependent and standing on my own two feet. Of course, I in-
herited some challenges, too: high anxiety and difficulty in
making financial decisions. But I am grateful for the gifts which
have helped me all my life. What can you name in your own
family story that is worth celebrating? 
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P

Tips for  Explor ing Your Family’s  Money Story 

1
Write one page that expresses what you learned from your family of

origin about money. Read it over to see how that learning gets expressed
in your ministry (for better and for worse).

2
Ask your parents individually, if they are living, what 
they learned from their parents about money. 

Stay curious rather than judgmental in this conversation. 
Have it in person if possible.

3
Observe how your siblings and cousins deal with money. Is it different

from or the same as the way you deal with it?

4
Assess your connection with your extended family. 

Are you connected with the most financially successful person (and do
you know who that is)? What about the least financially successful? 

Notice the family attitudes toward these people.

5
Notice the attitude toward gift-giving in your family. Is it balanced, or do
some give more than others? Are gifts freely given, or is there a sense of
obligation? What has been the attitude toward charitable giving?

6
Consider the strengths you received from your family in this area. 

They may come quickly to mind, or you may have to think hard. Even 
if your values and approach to money differ sharply from your family, 

see if you can generate at least one idea.
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One caveat: don’t engage with your family in the area of
money with the intention of fixing them. If you step back into
your family in relation to money with your usual overfunction-
ing role, you will not bring yourself or anyone else to greater
freedom. It is not selfish to engage with your family for your
own growth and freedom. The paradox is that the more you can
be free of your need to fix them financially, the more freedom
they can have to find their own way to greater freedom and pos-
sibility. You are not their pastor, their social worker, or their
therapist. You are son, daughter, brother, sister. You don’t do
your family a lot of good when you anxiously try to help them.
I spent plenty of energy trying to convince my parents, especially
my father, to spend more money on their own comfort, and I
don’t think I ever convinced my dad to spend one more dollar.
In fact, I realized that one of the ways my father shows love is
by giving us items he has obtained for free. That epiphany
shifted my attitude from annoyance to openness. Now I can
gratefully receive these items—a candle, a jar of pickles, a tote
bag—as expressions of his love. It is a privilege to accept them.
Rather than trying to change him (at the age of ninety!), I am
far more able to accept who he is and how he relates to spending
and not spending money.

It is easy to be judgmental about family members and their
relationship with money: “They’re irresponsible!” “They’re ma-
terialistic!” “They’re cheap!” To engage in the ongoing work of
differentiation means letting go of judgment, at least for a time.
You are observing, and focusing on yourself and your place in
the family. This does not mean you give up your values. Rather,
you begin to acknowledge that there may be more going on in
the family over the generations than you realized. Brother Bob,
who can’t seem to hold a job, is filling a position in the family—
somehow every generation seems to have somebody shiftless.
Sister Sue, who has been on welfare, is following the pattern that
every youngest daughter seems to follow. Older brother Tom,
who is a corporate king-maker, is just doing what oldest brothers
do. More is at work than birth order, of course, but it is one el-
ement in how families function. And you—you are the “good”
one, the one who went into ministry. You, too, are filling a role.
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This is not a bad thing: it is just what families do. And when
you can see the patterns, it can be easier to let go of the scripts
that go round and round in your head and sometimes come out
of your mouth. “I can’t believe you’re still living with Mom!”
You might even be able to say, “I’m so glad you’re able to be at
home and help Mom out.” Letting go of judgments about family
members and their relationship with their money can be a way
to mature spiritually as well as emotionally.

You may find that your family may be a resource for you in
ways you had not thought about it. Perhaps you have a brother
who left the church altogether. He has focused his attention on
his business, and you have always viewed him as the black
sheep, and a bit materialistic. But when the church has a finan-
cial challenge, he might serve as a sounding board for you. It
could shift your relationship with him. Instead of assuming he
needs you more than you need him, you relate to him as some-
one who could help you. And he might have a useful perspective
for you, especially if you find the business side of church a chal-
lenge.

Who are the people in your family who know the most about
money, and how might you connect with them? You may find
that you have been occupying a position (the spiritual one who
knows nothing about money, for example). Perhaps as things
shift, you find you are more interested in money than you
thought. Or your brother can become an ongoing resource for
you, a valued adviser in ways you never thought possible. You
might find a new relationship with a cousin you haven’t seen
since childhood who is an accountant and the treasurer of her
church. 

What will help you in your ministry leadership around money
is greater maturity, or differentiation of self, as Murray Bowen
termed it. Greater emotional and spiritual maturity is essential
for leadership, especially in a hot area like money. Maturity
means you know who you are and are able to act out of that
identity in relationship with others, without losing yourself. You
know where you end and other people begin. You know your
own principles and values in relation to money, and you can
allow others to have their own perspective without trying to
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change them. It’s not easy work but it is fruitful, over time.
Count the time in years, not months, although occasionally there
can be a big breakthrough.

When money issues come up in the congregation, go back to
your family genogram and see if you can see parallels. If you are
feeling anxious about money, Ed Bacon, rector of All Saints
Episcopal Church in Pasadena, suggests you constantly ask,
“What’s going on in my family of origin now, or what has been
triggered about how I was set up in my family of origin?” This
is a regular practice he himself has in his ministry.6 It can be use-
ful to have someone to walk through this process with you, a
thoughtful friend or a coach who is trained in family systems
thinking. There can be a double payoff for doing this kind of
family work: greater emotional freedom in your own financial
life, and greater freedom in your leadership in relation to money
at church. 

Bacon suggests you can even invite church members to have
conversations about their own family stories: “It’s liberating to
find your partners in the church who are willing to talk with
you about that. It is amazing how storytelling calms anxiety, or
reduces anxiety. To get people to start talking about that all of
a sudden shifts the focus to self rather than blaming others, and
self-criticism rather than criticizing something external.”7 You
might ask members of the finance committee or trustees to spend
a meeting telling these stories, or have one person share some-
thing at the beginning of each meeting. As you tell some of your
own story and listen to the stories of others, you set the stage
for more reflective leadership around finances. 

A little more freedom goes a long way in ministry and in fam-
ily life. Martha, a Lutheran pastor, spent several years exploring
this intense area of family life, asking her parents questions
about their relationship with money and what they remembered
about their own parents and grandparents. Over time, she found
herself much more able to be up-front about money in church
and at home. She asked for a raise instead of passively taking
what she was offered. She was more straightforward about stew-
ardship from the pulpit. She was able to have different conver-
sations with her young adult children about their requests for

82 /   Money and Your  Minist r y



money. The more mature you are, the more options you have
and the less compulsive your behavior is. Whether your auto-
matic tendency is to be a saver or a spender, as you grow you
can be more aware of what you are doing and adapt to fit the
circumstances—saving, spending, and giving as appropriate.

Leaders who are more mature are less likely to be caught up
in the anxiety of others about a potential giving shortfall. They
are more able to act on principle in conversation about the
budget without being rigid. They are better able to relate to lead-
ers and members about money matters in a way that calls forth
the best thinking in others. They are less likely to be manipulated
or coerced by the least mature, and that is in the best interests
of everyone. They are less likely to be tripped up by their own
family patterns around money. And the bottom-line results in
the funding of ministry can be real. Pastors who are freer to talk
about money are less afraid to ask for it and to minister to peo-
ple in the area of their financial lives. 

G R O W  I N  Y O U R  O W N  
R E L AT I O N S H I P  T O  M O N E Y

As you reflect on your money story and cultivate a greater open-
ness in the way you relate to money, you can find a shift in the
way you handle your own financial life. Your focus on money
can become noticeably less anxious. Furthermore, bringing a
thoughtful consciousness to personal financial management will
help your leadership, because you will truly be putting your
money where your mouth is. You will be clearer and calmer
when preaching, teaching, and providing administrative leader-
ship about finances.

On the other hand, when you have a hard time managing
your own money, you will experience increased anxiety about
budget matters at church. This makes you a less effective finan-
cial leader in your congregation. If you have large consumer or
educational debt and are struggling to make your payments, it
will be hard to be free when you are preaching about money. If
you are resentful because your salary does not cover your ex-
penses, it will be hard to be free when you are sitting in a budget
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meeting. If you cannot pay attention to your own budget, it will
be hard to bring attentive awareness to the church reports. Fur-
thermore, it can limit others’ growth in this area. It is a principle
that you cannot lead others beyond your own level of maturity.
Does this mean that you have to put your financial life in order
completely before you can lead people to work on their own fi-
nancial issues? No. But you have to work on your own growth
in this area if you are asking others to do so; otherwise, your
words will have less impact. 

P

Tips for  Dealing with 
Your Personal  Finances

1
Learn about personal finance. Find a mentor in this critical area.

2
Observe your own spending patterns, without trying to change them.

What can you learn about yourself?

3
Calculate your net worth. Do this every year, recognizing that the total,

whether large or small, does not reflect your human worth.

4
View your money as a resource for life, now and in the future. Don’t
ignore it, and don’t spend all your time thinking or worrying about it.

5
Talk with your family about your own values and goals around money.

Have a conversation with your spouse and children, if any, 
about their thinking in this area.
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Working on a mature relationship to money is challenging at
all times, and more challenging when there is a partner involved.
As you look at your finances, it can be useful to reflect on the
triangles that are at work in your immediate family relation-
ships. You are in multiple triangles around your personal fi-
nances, as well. Here are a few family triangles related to money:

u with your spouse and the church

u with your spouse and any children you have

u with your spouse and money itself (this triangle can
become an intense marital triangle)

u with your spouse and your parents (or in-laws).

If you are single, it may be simpler but not necessarily easier.
You must support yourself on your own, and that can be a
source of anxiety. You might look at your family story and see
where the single people are and what kind of choices they made.
How did they take care of themselves, or did someone else do
so? What happened at the end of their lives? And reflect on the
triangles with extended family and with your children if you
have them.

Remember the principles of triangles again: for example, you
cannot control anyone else’s relationship with money. Rather,
you can define yourself around what you believe about money
(“I’d like to see us save more this year”) instead of trying to will
or control them (“Why can’t you just relax and spend the money
on this vacation?”). In some partnerships money is too far on
the outside, and partners do not spend enough time dealing with
it (this has been a difficulty at times in my own marriage). And,
of course, both partners come from families of origin that affect
their functioning around money, often in very different ways. It
is easy to be judgmental about a partner’s money habits when
he or she may simply have a different style of relating to money.
If you have an intense and conflicted relationship with money,
and your partner has a distant relationship with money, you
have one kind of triangle to deal with in the relationship. If you
are passive and distant from money matters, and your partner
spends freely, you have another one.
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It is important to get enough distance to know what it is you
do in relation to money within your marriage. What sets you off
in the relationship regarding money? What makes you most anx-
ious? Can you see it happening when it happens, or not until af-
terwards? Can you be a researcher of your partner and what he
or she does, and not react to it? As with church finances, step-
ping back to get a wider perspective will help you become more
thoughtful and begin to make some different choices, if you
want to.

Personal financial matters are not just financial, in the way
many personal finance books address them. Our challenges are
not technical alone; they are emotional and spiritual. The fact
is, all the good advice in the world about personal finance will
not do any good if you cannot take action—or if you take lots
of action while you are thinking anxiously. If you overspend by
credit card, postpone necessary investment decisions, or refuse
to ask for a raise because people might get upset, you are making
anxious choices about money. Forces beyond the rational are
driving you. For a shift to happen, you have to look deeper. We
have seen some ways to do this in gaining perspective on your
family story, and later in the book we will consider spiritual el-
ements of this journey. When you grow, emotionally and spiri-
tually, you find greater freedom. This includes financial freedom.
More maturity means you have more choices rather than being
governed by anxiety and fear, or by old family patterns. You can
take thoughtful action rather than reacting or taking no action
at all.

Consider having the goal of being less anxious about money.
I know I am never going to be non-anxious, especially about
money, but I am less anxious about it than I used to be. I am
more able to plan and to make decisions about it. Money “has
me” less than it used to, and I am freer. Lowering your anxiety
about money even a little goes a long way, both at church and
in personal life. You can see more options and be more creative
as you manage your money and yourself. When you are calmer,
you will find it easier to take a steady and thoughtful approach
to managing your own money.
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Here are three ways to work on managing money anxiety.
First, monitor your spending and your time spent on money
matters. As you pay attention, you may find yourself shifting
your habits. Growth in this area will look different for different
people. For some, lowered anxiety will mean spending less, as
they find less need to shop to prop themselves up. For others,
lowered anxiety may mean spending more, and not hoarding
their money. For some, it will mean taking more time every week
on finances, as they pay more attention rather than zoning out.
For others, it means taking less time, as they don’t feel the need
to hover over their investments.

Second, monitor your intake of media reports on the national
and international financial picture. They will not help you think
more clearly about your own finances. If you are a news junkie,
experiment with taking in a little less. Turn off the radio or set
your home page to a non-news site. The media designs its news
offerings to get your attention by raising your anxiety, and
spending a lot of time with them will not help you.

Third, cultivate a different perspective on your resources.
Most of us have more than we think we have, not only finan-
cially but in other ways. I am trying to develop a global perspec-
tive on my own resources. James E. Hughes is an attorney who
works with families with significant wealth. While most clergy
are not wealthy, Hughes’s recommendations for how families
think through their own values could be applied by any family
or individual. He suggests that families have three types of cap-
ital: human, intellectual, and financial. Human capital is the
people in your family. (He means extended family, not just nu-
clear family.) Intellectual capital is the collective knowledge of
the family, through life experience and other learning. Of course,
financial capital is the family’s tangible resources. So if you think
about your family from this perspective, you may see that you
have more wealth than you thought.8 Hughes’s model is another
way to get above the fray of your anxiety about money to see
what assets your family have, and what is most important to
you. Take some time to reflect on your extended family and the
resources you bring to each other and the world.
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I D E A S  T O  P O N D E R

A spirit of celebration of the resources you do have can help you
move toward greater freedom in your financial life. When you
begin with a sense of having enough, you reframe conversations
and decision-making about money. Just as in congregational life,
celebrating what you have creates far more energy than worry-
ing or bemoaning what you do not have. This can be a daily, en-
joyable practice: simply notice and appreciate what you do have.
Celebrate the “capital” you see in your own extended family, in
the families you know, and in your church’s life, past and pres-
ent. You will not lack for material, if you begin to open your
eyes. Cultivate a global perspective on your resources: whatever
your circumstances, you likely have far more than most people
around the globe.

u Questions
Here are eight questions to consider as you do your own re-
search on your family relationship with money.

1. What does money mean in your family?

2. Who is the most responsible person in your family
around money? the least?

3. Do you earn more or less than your siblings? What
about your cousins?

4. What do you notice about gender and money, if
anything?

5. How do people in your extended family make decisions
about money? What values and criteria do they use? Does
your immediate family differ from the extended family?

6. What is the general attitude toward philanthropy and
stewardship?

7. How did you learn about money growing up? How did
your parents learn? What did your spouse learn?

8. What is the meaning of success in your family?
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uc h a p t e r  s i x

Learn to Handle 
Money Challenges

Money is the oxygen that is necessary to the metabolism of the
whole body to function. It is necessary in order for any body
of believers to express its purpose in their context. Oxygen is
a relatively unstable thing and is potentially very corrosive. It

can eat metal and create all kinds of havoc. It’s also very
explosive. So lots of oxygen in any one place means lots of

explosive potential. That’s a helpful reminder to me. 

— Bob Hunter, former Director of Stewardship, 
Second Presbyterian Church, Indianapolis1

T H E  E X P L O S I V E  P O W E R of money is one of the chal-
lenges churches face. How we respond is as important as the
challenge itself. We have examined a number of key financial
difficulties leaders face, and we will look at some more examples
in this chapter. Whatever your situation, remember that a
thoughtful response makes a better outcome possible. And we
have much more control over ourselves than we do over our ex-
ternal circumstances. It’s not easy to manage ourselves, yet it is
possible. 

The African-American folktale “Flossie and the Fox” tells the
story of a little girl who encounters a fox on her way through
the woods to deliver some eggs. Instead of running away in ter-
ror, she acts like she doesn’t know what a fox is. As he follows
her, Flossie suggests to the fox since he is furry like a rabbit, he
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must be a rabbit. Then she says his long pointed nose means he
must be a rat. He has sharp claws and yellow eyes like a cat they
encounter, and a bushy tail like a squirrel in the trees overhead.
By the time he suggests to her that he has sharp teeth and can
run very fast, she is out of the woods, and points out to the fox
that the dogs about to come after him also have sharp teeth and
can run fast. And Flossie reaches her destination safely.2

Flossie’s story suggests one approach leaders can take to the
volatile nature of financial problems: Don’t take it so seriously.
She faces a situation of real danger—a little girl alone with a
fox. But she courageously uses her imagination to poke fun at
the fox, and distracts him from his purpose long enough to reach
safety. She uses her creativity to disarm the dangerous force.
When you respond to a financial challenge too seriously, you
tend to disengage your imagination. Options seem narrow (A
fox! Run away!) or nonexistent (We’ll all be killed!). Fight-or-
flight reflexes kick in. At the same time, a broader repertoire of
responses can increase the possibility of survival. Reframing,
playing dumb for a time, looking for an alternative path through
the thick woods, calling on the resources of others: all may be
useful strategies if you can remain calm enough to see them. Re-
sponding to danger with a variety of actions, including humor,
is not the same as denial. Those who are most anxious may view
it that way: “Can’t you see the sky is falling?” they may cry.
“You’re just not taking it seriously enough!” Yet part of the task
of leadership is to offer your followers a bigger picture and a
longer perspective. 

The more you can keep your head, the better you can imagine
options. The foxes of this world, external and internal, will be
less likely to steal your resourcefulness and keep you from reach-
ing your goals. We have all faced the effects of financial foxes in
recent years, and there are real consequences to their actions.
But your survival, as with Flossie, depends as much or more on
your own responses and resourcefulness as it does on external
forces. How can you cultivate the kind of response that can
make a difference in challenging financial circumstances?
Whether your church is facing a budget crisis, an ongoing de-
cline in funding for ministry, or the need to develop resources

90 /   Money and Your  Minist r y



for a new ministry initiative, you can work on your own internal
clarity, your reactions, and your connections with others. Here
are some qualities of those who are mature about money, who
have the resources that can help them navigate almost any fi-
nancial challenge or crisis:

u Have an ability to focus on and celebrate the positive
without denying challenges;

u Are not too attached to outcome;

u Are not too attached to what people think of them;

u Are able to take a stand for themselves around salary
and other financial matters;

u Can challenge others to give, without apology;

u Can tolerate others being angry with them;

u Are not too anxious about the ups and downs in their
financial life or the church’s life;

u Can take responsibility for personal finances, and can
make decisions and manage themselves around money;

u Have an appropriately lighthearted approach to money,
taking money seriously enough, but not too seriously.

Some people have a natural ability in these areas. Most of us
do not. Whatever your tendency, however, you can develop
yourself in the direction of more flexibility, more clarity, and
lowered anxiety. It takes time, and it requires real persistence.
Still, the payoff (emotional as much as financial) is real and valu-
able, for yourself and for your congregation—not to mention
your family. Leadership around finances is not easy, yet it can
become easier for yourself and other key leaders around you.
You do not have to let either the ongoing anxiety or the panic
of a crisis govern your behavior. You do not have to allow your
responses to be determined by the actions of others. There are
always options.

Now, let’s get more specific. Every church over time will face
a multitude of large and small challenges related to money. Here
are some questions and answers about issues that may come up
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in church. You may have asked one or more of these questions,
or your issues may be different. But when you learn to bring a
systems perspective to money issues, then you will be better able
to apply this thinking to your own setting as matters arise over
time. It is not about a specific technique; rather, it is a way of
thinking about how people relate to each other around money,
and how you bring yourself to your leadership in this critical
area of church life. 

u What if our biggest giver dies?
Ideally, consider this question before it happens. One way to ad-
dress this before the fact is to make sure you have information
on the pledge numbers—not just totals, but dollars per individ-
ual pledge. Even if you don’t (yet) know the names, you should
know the numbers. If there’s one pledge which seems to be the
largest by far, you can take this up with the leadership. “If this
pledge goes away for any reason, we’re going to be in trouble.”
A midwestern church in a small community had one couple who
gave $2,000 per week. When he died, she reduced her pledge to
$1,000 a week, forcing the church to find another $52,000 for
the budget. After her death, they faced another $50,000 hole,
which they “solved” by taking money from the endowment to
maintain their ministry. Having an angel in the congregation
who underwrites large parts of the budget may seem to be a
blessing, but this is a kind of overfunctioning that can lead to a
real crisis in the case of an unexpected death or other change in
circumstance. 

After a key death like this, it’s time to have some candid con-
versation about how the church supports its ministry: “I’m
grateful for all Bob did for this church. At the same time, we’ve
allowed Bob to carry us, and he’s not here to do that anymore.”
Do this first with the finance committee and the board, and, if
appropriate in your polity, with the congregation. Keep your
anxiety down; simply listen, and allow leaders to take responsi-
bility for their own future. Say what you think and what you
want as part of the conversation—but listen as much as you talk.
This loss of income is a challenge, but it is not your problem to
solve alone.
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u What if we have a mortgage for our new church, and the
funds are not coming in from the capital campaign?
In all situations where money is tight, anxiety goes up. When
there’s a church mortgage involved, this may be even more of a
tendency. Buildings can be a focus for anxiety. One congregation
faced this problem after a big church fight which led to many
members leaving. So in addition to the financial challenges, there
was the fall-out from a church split. In this case, a new pastor
had to come in and deal with both. 

As always, responding in a thoughtful way means you and
others are more likely to generate solutions. When you can
lower your anxiety (and your fight-or-flight automatic reaction)
you and others will be more likely to access the more resourceful
and creative parts of your brains. Focus more on yourself than
on others. While it’s not easy to regulate yourself, it takes far
less energy than worrying about what others are doing or might
do in the future. Bob Hunter points out that when anxiety in-
creases, most people tend to automatically focus on others: “I
wish those people would do more to alleviate this difficult time
we’re experiencing.”3 In this case, it’s easy to say, “If only people
would complete their pledge to the campaign, we wouldn’t have
this crisis.” And others may be blaming you: “If the pastor were
a better leader/more empathetic/a better preacher, people would
not be holding back.” For the pastoral leader, it becomes a dual
discipline—don’t blame others, and don’t internalize the blame
others may be sending your way.

In the midst of all the free-floating anxiety of the crisis, try
to remember that you do not need to be the only one to offer
the solutions. You may have ideas, but you do not have to solve
this problem for the church. It’s all right to say, “I’m not sure
exactly what to do, but I’m confident we can together come up
with some possible solutions.” You may have a preferred out-
come, but the church’s decision is up to them. What is your own
bottom line? Be as clear as you can about that, recognizing what
you can and cannot control. You can only control yourself and
your own anxiety (to a degree). You can frame this as a chal-
lenge for the congregation to respond to, and assure them you
will walk with them. If you position yourself as a calm, con-
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nected leader, they will function better as they address this mat-
ter. If you panic or blame or precipitously resign, they will be
far less likely to make good decisions about their future. At the
same time, their own choices are up to them, and you cannot
control them. Be present with them, say what you think, and
allow them to make their own decisions.

u What if we don’t have enough competent leaders 
to manage our money?
Look for the people who are the calmest and most mature. It’s
better to have a calm person who’s not a numbers person as
treasurer than an anxious accountant, especially in a smaller
church. Maturity generally trumps skill. This doesn’t mean skill
is irrelevant, but when the heat goes up, you want someone who
can keep their head. Furthermore, don’t take over too much
yourself if it’s not your job, whether you are the pastor or a key
lay leader. You can support an individual who needs help, but
don’t do their job for them. This is classic overfunctioning. Of
course, you want accurate and competent reports, but the
process of encouraging people to take responsibility for their
own work is more important than the content of any one report.
For the future, leverage your input into the nominating process,
and keep your eyes open for possible future leaders who are both
skilled and mature. Keep an ongoing list of people you would
love to see in financial leadership.

u What if the church is talking about cutting my salary? 
Some churches are faced with the decision of whether they can
still afford a full-time pastor or priest. The reality is, the cost of
clergy compensation means an increasing number of small
churches struggle to pay a full salary. Additionally, many
churches with multiple staff have reduced some positions to less
than full-time. There are several challenges as church leaders
walk through these conversations. First, a pastoral leader needs
to look after his or her own interests and the best interests of
the congregation, which do not always look the same. In a small
congregation, the best interests of the church, at least for the
short term, may appear to be to reduce to less than full-time
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clergy. And the pastor needs a full-time salary. To lead the church
through that kind of decision-making process when you are anx-
ious about your own financial survival is not easy. For staff, it
can be difficult to negotiate these conversations emotionally. The
senior minister may or may not be an advocate for you. Staff
can feel in competition for a large enough piece of the salary pie.
Whatever your role, it’s critical to stay well connected. Stay in
touch even with those who may be the loudest voices for a cut.
Don’t get defensive. Simply state your own position as clearly
and calmly as you can in appropriate settings. If you are in a
staff position, stay well connected with the minister and any
other supervisor you have, as well as key lay people. Watch the
triangles.

A second challenge is to function well in your leadership,
without overfunctioning. For pastors, if your salary is the biggest
single part of the budget, the budget can get balanced on your
back. Yet it can be a principled and appropriate decision to move
to a reduced position. If you chronically work more hours than
you are paid for, you are probably overfunctioning. The clergy
leader needs to be clear on what he or she will and won’t do: “If
the church decides to make this position three-quarter time, I
will have to look for another position because I have to support
my family.” Or, “If you reduce my income, I will have to get
outside supplemental employment and that will take away time
from my ministry here.” One recommendation: Be clear that you
will not work full-time for less than a full-time salary. Any re-
duction in pay needs to be met with a corresponding reduction
in hours. (This, of course, requires discipline from the pastor to
carry out.) 

Finally, a third challenge is to remember that ultimately your
congregation’s future is not in your hands, nor is your future in
theirs. The more you can let go of the outcome in these difficult
conversations, the better. Who you are is not dependent on
them. There are real spiritual questions here about where your
identity comes from and how you trust in God when the future
is uncertain. You may very well be quite anxious for yourself.
Your job is to manage your own anxiety, which may seem like
an unpaid full-time job. It is not to manage theirs. You can chal-
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lenge them, ask questions, hand the anxiety back to them. This
last is the most important, and the hardest. Be clear on what be-
longs to you and what to them. Remind yourself of some basic
questions to help move you to keep reflecting: “Why am I here?
What is my purpose in this place at this time? What do I think?
What do I want?” You will find yourself calmer when you can
do this, and when you stay calm, it will be easier for others to
hear you when you say what you think and what you want. 

u What if the leadership refuses to undertake a needed 
capital campaign?
Take the long view. Many big shifts in congregational life take
at least five years. Remember, any decision can be revisited. In
the current discussion or any future one about a capital funds
drive, define yourself clearly, without trying to convince others.
“I’d like to see us take on a capital campaign, either now or in
the near future. I think refurbishing the building will help make
us more attractive to newcomers.” Then be quiet and listen. 

Even if you strongly want the campaign, don’t take their
“no” personally. There are any number of forces at work when
boards say no to leaders, especially about money. It could be a
sign that you are on the right track with your leadership direc-
tion, and that this is one way the resistance is showing up.
Rather than withdrawing your leadership energy, focus on con-
nection. Concentrate on something about the ministry you can
get excited about and spend your time there. Then revisit the
capital campaign matter in another year or two. If you consis-
tently work on stewardship education over the years, you may
find that leaders are in a different place in time. Growing givers
may even lead to people initiating capital gifts, as they discover
the joy of giving. 

u What if we have a conflict about giving money away ver-
sus spending it on ourselves? We have plenty of money, but we
can’t agree on how to spend it.
Clergy often get caught in a triangle with those who want to
give money away and those who do not. Most often the clergy
leader wants the church to give more, if possible. Try not to

96 /   Money and Your  Minist r y



spend a lot of time talking with people who agree with you
about “those people” who disagree, whether they are the con-
gregation as a whole or individuals within it, since this only in-
tensifies the triangle you are in. In addition, it perpetuates an
individual model which blames others rather than looking at the
church system as a whole. You can be emotionally neutral in a
triangle like this while still having an opinion about the issue at
hand. Continue to relate to those who disagree. Be clear in your
own mind about your own view of the issue as well as how the
decision will be made. Recognize that no decision is the end of
the world, even one you disagree with strongly. Sometimes in
this situation, the clergy are also involved in a triangle with the
congregation and the denomination, especially if the external
money includes denominational mission or assessments. 

Church members can have a critical role to play in this con-
versation. One Baptist church was ready to slash its mission giv-
ing, as well as funds for education, a long-standing value in that
congregation. A member of the church asked the pastor before
the annual meeting if it was all right if she spoke up (not a typ-
ical action for her). At the meeting, this member clearly spoke
about the fact that she did not want to be part of a church which
wasn’t willing to share its resources with others. The congrega-
tion voted to amend the proposed budget to restore the funds.
They still had a budget gap to deal with, but they continued to
live out of their professed values. This story does not mean you
should anxiously recruit people to speak to support your point
of view. You can, however, look for those who can calmly state
what they think without accusing others (even if they disagree
with you on the issue). 

u We can never seem to get accurate reports about money,
no matter who is treasurer. Our current treasurer is an ac-
countant, and we still can’t obtain clear information.
Financial reporting is never simply about the information in-
volved. Remember that anxiety is like static: it makes commu-
nication difficult. For instance, you know that when you go in
for a medical appointment, it can be hard to remember what the
doctor said. In the same way that anxiety about your health
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makes it hard to take in information, communication about
money is also anxiety-ridden. Money may be a particularly high-
octane topic in your church (true of most churches, but some
seem to have an extra dose). You may or may not track down
the historical roots of this, although you can do a little research.
In addition, you can stay calm and work with the treasurer, and
perhaps the congregation or council president or moderator if
you have one. 

Here are three ways to work on the problem: First, define
yourself: “I’d like to work on improving our financial reporting
this year.” Keep thinking through what you want, and say it out
loud to the parties involved. Second, manage your own frustra-
tion level. If you are frustrated—itself an anxious response—it
will simply get in the way of the outcome you want (better re-
ports). Third, try to simply get curious about the situation, and
see what you can learn about yourself, the treasurer, and money
in this church system. Expect this problem to take some time to
get better. Remember that changing personnel does not change
emotional process. As the question notes, it does not seem to
matter who is the treasurer. Still, keep your eye out for a calm,
mature person to recruit to be the next treasurer.

u How do we improve our meetings about money? They last
too long and we can never seem to make a decision.
Here are some questions to ask before and during every meeting
about money: 

u What is the purpose of this meeting?

u What are my goals for myself in this meeting?

u What is the financial question that needs to be decided,
and by when?

u Who else needs to contribute to this decision? Are we
getting enough outside input, without avoiding our
responsibility as leaders?

u Are we appropriately balancing the financial needs in the
present with the needs of the future? What are we
hoping will be true in ten years? Thirty?
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u Are we clear on the roles each person and group is
playing—pastor, treasurer, governing board, finance
committee, congregation—and what each one’s
responsibility is?

u On what assumptions are we basing our financial
decisions? How do we know they are accurate?

u How are our values and our faith informing this
decision about money? 

Meetings with this clarity, whether it is the trustees, finance
committee, vestry/council, or budget committee, will lead to bet-
ter decisions. Say out loud, or coach the chairperson to say:
“The purpose of this meeting is ________. Our hope for tonight
is that by the end of the meeting we will ________ (generate
budget options, make a decision on staffing, be ready for the
church annual meeting). We intend to finish by ________.” You
may not get as far as you wanted or finish quite on time, but
you will get farther and finish earlier than if you have an unclear,
open-ended meeting. At the end of every meeting, take a few
minutes to assess: How did we do? How could we improve for
the next meeting?

Murray Bowen used to say you only have to be the least anx-
ious person in the room. In most meetings where budget is an
issue, or where a big decision about money has to be made,
being the least anxious person present is not that hard—other
people are typically fairly anxious. You only have to step your
own anxiety about money down a bit to make a big difference
for yourself and for those around you. Stay relatively light about
how the meeting goes, and let go of any particular outcome.
While clear intentions do help meetings go better, you can never
completely control other people. And the more you want to, the
more they resist. You might try mentally walking the line be-
tween serious and humorous to help yourself stay on your toes.

u What if the biggest employer in town closes? 
A major community change like this requires a thoughtful re-
sponse from congregational leaders. It’s always important to rec-
ognize that we are part of larger systems. Even if your church
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has few or no people working for that company, your church
will feel the impact. Anxiety in the wider community touches all
the systems within it. First, if you do have people affected by
this closure, make sure you give people permission to adjust their
giving to fit their circumstances, without guilt. And of course,
this is not just about the money. If people lose their jobs, there’s
a huge emotional impact, especially if they were employed a long
time. As when a substantial giver dies, you need to have conver-
sations with the church leadership on possible budget implica-
tions and what the options are for addressing it. In addition,
don’t hesitate to offer other members the challenge of stepping
up their giving as they are able. You can do this in a way that is
gracious, open, and not willful. Finally, you do not need to as-
sume this is a long-term disaster for the community. When Fort
Devens, an Army base in Ayer, Massachusetts, closed in the
1990s, the community ultimately found that the result was a
more diverse and stable local economy, which benefited the
churches as well as residents. Reverend Phil Goff, pastor of the
Federated Church of Ayer at the time, immediately engaged with
community leaders to help craft the best solution for the three
towns involved, as well as for the church. No matter what the
ultimate impact of this event, avoiding panic will help you and
other leaders think creatively about how best to respond in the
present. 

u We are facing a big deficit as we approach the end of the
year. What should we do? We are in crisis mode.
First, take a deep breath and step back from the immediate wor-
ries. Think through the factors that may be at play. Practically
speaking, almost all congregations do not receive giving in
twelve equal portions. Long-time Baptist pastor Joe Kutter says,
“When I made a point of learning the history of both giving and
spending, my anxiety was seriously reduced. Expenses were fre-
quently front-loaded in the winter and income was back-loaded
between Christmas and the first of the new year. We had a deficit
eleven months a year.” Start by reviewing at least three years of
giving patterns to see what happens in your particular church.
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If there is a real crisis with an abnormal income–expense gap,
a critical question is, “Why now?” Sometimes the apparent
cause of a church financial crisis is external, sometimes internal.
In the financial meltdown of 2008–2009, of course, churches
experienced a significant external impact, from dramatically re-
duced endowment income to church members losing jobs and
cutting their giving. And the overall climate around stewardship
and budgeting was affected by the high anxiety the financial cri-
sis generated. These effects are ongoing.

In addition, internal congregational dynamics can affect giv-
ing in significant ways. For example, when leaders step out in
faith, income may show a big dip, at least for a time, as the sys-
tem reacts to the upset in the balance. As we have seen, all
churches have some kind of financial and emotional balance or
homeostasis, and strong moves by leaders upset that balance.
The congregation or parts of the congregation may say, in effect,
“change back,” and sometimes this demand shows up in giving
patterns. It may be explicit (“If you don’t stop this second wor-
ship service, I’m going to cancel my pledge”) or more subtle,
with an unexpected and unexplained dip in giving. Typically, if
leaders can stay on track in a way that is principled but not rigid,
people will calm down, and giving will rebound. When you are
not sure you can pay the bills, it takes some fortitude to stay the
course. Of course, as we have seen, other internal factors can be
at work: a significant death, changing demographic patterns in
the congregation, or an unexpected capital expense.

Whatever the cause or apparent cause, leaders wonder, “How
do we pay our bills?” In a church financial crisis, it is not the
bottom-line deficit that makes the difference, but the resource-
fulness of the leadership. Ask leaders to consider not only the
dollars, but also their own principles and their own point of
view. Review previously agreed-upon principles in the life of the
congregation or in your particular tradition. Do anything you
can do to get yourself and others out of crisis mode and into
thoughtful reflection. Some ways to do this are: 

u humor (seriousness is a sign of anxiety);

u reflection on a Scripture passage;
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u individual time to think (even in the middle of a
meeting);

u practice in defining self (“I statements” that are true self-
definition, not “I think you should . . . ”);

u telling stories about past financial challenges that were
met.

All of these practices can help people quit simply reacting, and
start thinking about the bigger picture. Bob Hunter suggests,
“We’re more likely to weather a whitewater period in our con-
gregation if we take a deep breath, which means use the oxygen
that’s available to us, and in a clear way then focus again on vi-
sion. What is our purpose for being here? And, here’s how we
will continue to function as a congregation here.”4 Coming
through a financial crisis well does not mean that your budget
will automatically remain the same. Sometimes difficult deci-
sions have to be made. Still, remember to celebrate the positives
along the way, and again when you are on the other side. Focus
on the congregation’s strengths, resourcefulness, and generosity.
Thank leaders who have given extra time and money in response
to the challenge. 

u What if we have one influential member (and substantial
giver) who wants to control all the money decisions?
No leader can challenge a controlling member alone. Whether
you are the clergy leader or a layperson, you have to have allies.
You must be prepared to take the consequences—conflict in the
congregation and/or the individual removing his or her pledge
to the church. If you and other leaders can stay relatively calm
and clear, it’s possible that the member will not actually quit giv-
ing, but there are no guarantees. This is a good reason for re-
cruiting mature people for key leadership spots, so they can have
the necessary courage at important decision points. While there
may be times to thoughtfully discuss with leaders how to take a
stand, try not to complain about this person to others. Instead,
work on your own relationship with this individual, rather than
avoiding him or her. Stay in touch, but don’t talk about money
or even church all the time. Pay attention to him or her pas-
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torally. If you feel emotionally spooked by this person, get some
coaching. Remember, the people who set us off most at church
reflect something in our family story. You can continue to work
on your own reactivity.

When the time comes to take a stand, do it in a clear and
calm manner, in partnership with other key leaders: “Frank, the
trustees have decided to make a different decision about our in-
vestments, and I agree with their decision.” Coach the congre-
gation president (or equivalent) to stay calm as well. If Frank
repeats his threat to pull his pledge, you can say, “I’ll be sorry
to see that happen, but you have to make your own decisions
about giving.” After the fact, continue to stay in touch, without
anxiously pursuing Frank. In situations like this, sometimes the
controller settles down when leaders are clear, and sometimes
not. 

u We have quite a few new members, but they can’t/don’t
give as much as the older (in age and tenure) members, who
are gradually dying. What should we do?
This is a common issue which does not have a quick fix. How-
ever, here are three ways to work on it over time. First, develop
a comprehensive personal finance and stewardship education
program. Remember, you cannot assume that people know any-
thing about giving, even if they grew up in church. Second, be
sure you are clear about vision and direction. Those who are
younger, as we have discussed, will be less likely to give out of
habit or duty; institutional loyalty is not automatic for them.
They want to give to causes they believe in. Finally, be clear
about what you want from people, and don’t hesitate to ask
them. Be specific about what you are asking for and why. This
includes asking older members for planned gifts so they can con-
tinue to help support ministry even after they are gone, as well
as asking younger members to begin to give and to increase their
giving over time.
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I D E A S  T O  P O N D E R

No matter what specific financial challenges you face in your
church, let me remind you of some constants we have discussed
that you can pay attention to as you move forward. Each of us
does have control over certain matters in our own setting. Even
if you can’t conjure money out of the air, you can keep yourself
on track with your own ministry, and help others do the same.
Leadership does make a difference, even—or perhaps most of
all—when times are difficult. Here are three fundamental ideas
to remember.

First, pay attention to your own anxiety. Anxious leaders can-
not see options. If you can manage yourself, you leave room for
creativity (your own and others’) to emerge. You will be able to
better navigate the challenges if you are calmer. Jeffrey Miller
puts it this way: “If fear is contagious, then so is courage. In an
anxious organization, a single individual can have a powerful
and wide-ranging effect just by mastering his or her own anxi-
ety.”5 How do you do that? “Mastering” anxiety may be a tall
order under the pressures of a budget crisis. Still, you can bring
it down a notch. Maintain your spiritual life. Remember that it
is not all up to you. Finally, keep your sense of humor.

Second, clarify who is responsible for what. Leadership
comes with responsibility, and the financial support of the min-
istry is a big part of this. At the same time, in a church, deci-
sion-making needs to be shared appropriately. Don’t carry the
group on your back, because over time it will break you and
cripple them. Insist that the leadership share information with
the people as a whole, as a way of sharing the responsibility with
the whole congregation. 

Third, keep your focus on vision. When money is tight, it’s
easy to lose sight of the bigger picture. Keep working on your
own clarity. If you are not clear, it will be hard for others around
you to be clear. Do a little bit of thinking about this every day.
Even two minutes, every day, can be enough. Ask yourself,
“Why am I here? What am I called to do? What might we be
called to do together?” Focusing on vision does not mean ignor-
ing fiscal realities. The question at times may be, “Given our re-
sources, what might we do?” Ministry needs resources, yet even
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unlimited resources are useless without vision—you and others
need to know what the money is for. If you are a staff person or
lay leader, focus on doing your job well and leading with inten-
tion in your area of responsibility. Get feedback from the leader
about what he or she is after. And ask yourself the same ques-
tions: “Why am I here? What am I called to do? What might we
be called to do together?”

u Questions
Here are six additional questions to ask yourself as you face the
inevitable money challenges in your church.

1. How is this an opportunity for you to grow?

2. What is your responsibility, and what is not?

3. How might you draw on your faith resources to help you
and your church with this challenge?

4. What do you want?

5. What’s the worst that could happen? Can you handle
that?

6. For what are you grateful in this situation? What can
you celebrate?

Learn to  Handle  Money Chal lenges   /   105



uc h a p t e r  s e v e n

Pray About the Money

Clearly, the purpose of wealth is not security. The purpose of
wealth is reckless generosity, the kind that sings of the lavish
love of God, the kind that rekindles hope on dark days, the
kind that reminds us that God is with us always. It creates in
the holy heart a freedom of spirit that takes a person light-
footed through the world, scattering possibility as it goes.

— Joan Chittister and Rowan Williams, Uncommon Gratitude1

TH I S  CHAPTER  COULD be the first as easily as the last.
Our relationship with money is, ultimately, a spiritual matter.
We can begin and end all of our considerations of money with
prayer.

G I V E  T H A N K S

One of the best ways to shift our relationship with money is
through the spiritual practice of gratitude. Our society is very
good at noticing what we do not have. The advertising industry
makes it their business to make us think we are deprived if we
don’t buy what they’re selling. The economic crunch means
some of us have less than we used to, as individuals and institu-
tions, and we notice that. The media in general tries to raise anx-
iety, not foster contentment, let alone celebration. Yet we can
make different choices about how we relate to our resources,
beginning with gratitude and celebration. 
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Lately, I have been attempting to cultivate celebration as a
spiritual practice. I must confess it does not come naturally. It is
much easier for me to notice what isn’t happening! Yet life be-
comes much more enjoyable when I can focus on what I have
rather than what I do not have. I have more energy and motiva-
tion to pursue the things that are important to me when I am
celebrating than when I am bemoaning. For example, recently I
had to drive two hours to a preaching engagement. It poured
rain the whole trip. While I was whining to myself, I suddenly
realized: I have a car around me! I’m not out in the rain. I am
blessed by owning a car to drive. My experience of the rest of
the drive was quite different.

In church life, a focus on celebration and abundance begins
with the leader. What kind of spiritual practice do you have?
What’s the harvest you see in your life and in your church? Can
you notice even the smallest signs of hope and possibility, and
rejoice? When you look, you may see more than you think—
beginning with Scripture. Walter Brueggemann suggests, “The
Bible starts out with a liturgy of abundance. Genesis 1 is a song
of praise for God’s generosity. . . . In an orgy of fruitfulness,
everything in its kind is to multiply to overflowing goodness that
pours from God’s creator spirit.”2

David, a Methodist minister, found that when he decided to
go back to a basic prayer life in his ministry, that alone helped
him to relate differently to the church finances. He simply went
to the worship space every morning and sat there for five min-
utes. It wasn’t much, he knew, but he had spent so many years
working away at his ministry, especially the financial and ad-
ministrative side, without enough spiritual support, so he figured
anything would help. He intentionally prayed about the church’s
finances and asked for the ability to let go. He noticed a change
almost immediately, and over time, he found that he was able
to be quite different in church council meetings during the fi-
nancial reports. Instead of steeling himself, he began by saying,
“I’d like us to start this meeting with a period of giving thanks.”
The hard-headed business people looked at him with a shock
the first meeting he did this. He made a little joke of it, “I’m the
minister, after all. I decided it was my job to make us do this.”
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They chuckled, and then they went along with it. Rather than
the perfunctory opening prayer, after a while people began to
share genuine thanksgivings. He found that he experienced him-
self as both lighter and more grounded in those meetings. There
were still sharp disagreements at moments as they faced the
seemingly endless ups and downs in their financial life. Others
still looked to him as the savior. Still, he was more able to let go
than he had ever been before. And the tone of the meetings
shifted in a more positive direction. People had a greater sense
of hope and possibility.

A life of gratitude and prayer does not mean you will get all
the money you want or think you need, personally and institu-
tionally. Yet you will experience more grace, more trust, and
more celebration for what you do have. You will relate to your
own resources and your church’s resources with increasing free-
dom, whether you have a lot or a little. The spiritual can come
to influence the practical, as you are present in your leadership
role in a different way. 

You can begin to view money as a gift of God, rather than
something that is frightening or dangerous. Relating to money
then becomes an opportunity for spiritual growth. Adele Azar-
Rucquoi, in her thoughtful book Money as Sacrament, describes
her experience of moving from a childhood in a family grocery
business, to life as a Roman Catholic nun, to leaving the convent
and living with very limited resources, to receiving a substantial
inheritance from her parents. She says, “All money is manna.
Strictly speaking it is in no way earned, as we like to believe, but
it is given to us as world citizens, necessary for our nourish-
ment.” She adds, “Like prayer, money is everywhere, linking us
with one another and bringing something new.”3

In addition to incorporating your financial life into your
prayer life, how can you incorporate your prayer life into your
financial life? One of Azar-Rucquoi’s recommendations is to pay
more attention to the flow of money into and out of your life.
For example, she suggests you light a candle when you pay your
bills.4 Her perspective caused me to be more aware of how the
money I spend helps support other families. I can be grateful for
the ways my resources have the opportunity to help others—
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through my giving, of course, but also through my spending. I
can be aware of where the money I spend goes. When I get my
hair cut, I am helping my hairdresser’s family. When I leave a
more generous tip in a café or hotel room, I am making a con-
tribution to the life of someone who has served me. Even more
anonymous purchases help pay someone’s salary.

In addition, when you view money as a gift and remember
that it is far from ultimate, you can shift your perspective at
church as well as in your daily financial life. During the finance
committee meeting or a conversation with the treasurer, see if
you can step back. Can you think about God’s gift of money in
the moment of the meeting or the conversation? What difference
does it make if you do? Set some spiritual experiments for your-
self. If you are dreading the next meeting about money, spend
five minutes in gratitude beforehand. Or pray after the meeting
instead of rehashing it in your mind. Read Matthew 6 before or
after—or read it aloud to start the meeting. Or bring an object
to remind you of God and place it on the table during the meet-
ing. What are your own ideas to frame the business of the church
as a gift rather than a burden, so you might experience more
peace while doing that business?

E M B O D Y  Y O U R  P R AY E R  

Spiritual life includes our bodies. As we have seen, money is so
closely linked with survival that we can easily experience a fight-
or-flight physical reaction in our relationship with money. How
many times have you noticed your heart pounding in a budget
meeting, for example? Or have you ever felt short of breath
when you sit down to pay the bills which are bigger than you
expected? An experience of unexpected abundance can also pro-
duce a physical reaction: when you receive a windfall, you may
want to jump for joy.

Here are three ways to begin to bring your physical life into
your prayer about money. First of all, simply see if you can begin
to notice when and how your body reacts when money is under
discussion. Does your heart speed up when a certain individual
attends the budget meeting? Do you sweat more before your
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stewardship sermon? There’s nothing negative about these reac-
tions—they are perfectly normal. Yet becoming a student of your
own reactions can help you have more choices as you respond,
and give you space and time to pray rather than simply react.

Second, try some kind of spiritual practice that incorporates
something to do with your body. Try meditative prayer, where
you watch your breathing as you pray.5 Or practice meditation
while you walk. I know a number of clergy who incorporate
their spiritual practice into their running—or even their knitting.
What can you do that helps you to be in your body more, as a
spiritual practice? How can you be aware of your body while
you pray, rather than using your mind only? Over time, the prac-
tice of some type of mindful prayer can help you become calmer
and more at peace with money matters. 

Third, bodily awareness does not have to be limited to des-
ignated prayer sessions. In the moment, in meetings and conver-
sations about money, you can be more aware of your body.
Notice your breath right now as you read, and remember that
God is as close to you as your breath. Try to do the same when
you are in a meeting. It takes practice to come back to this
awareness, especially in a difficult meeting, yet even a moment’s
awareness can change your presence in that meeting. You can
ground yourself in your body by noticing the floor under your
feet, as the budget reports are handed out in the middle of the
meeting. When someone is talking and you notice yourself get-
ting anxious, try putting your hands on the table to feel its sur-
face. It only takes a moment, and no one need know what you
are doing. 

Spiritual practice has that name for a reason—it takes prac-
tice. And the fear that quickly lodges in our body when money
is under discussion is a powerful force. But over time (years of
time), you can become more aware and less at the mercy of your
own reactivity. And you can be more aware of God’s presence
with you every moment.
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P

Tips for  Incorporating a Spir itual  Approach
into Your Life with Money and into Your

Leadership Around Money

1
Find a way to connect your spiritual life with your personal 

financial life. Integrating your life in this way will help you lead 
more effectively around money.

2
Read Scripture about money devotionally. Pick a passage such as

Matthew 6:25 (“Do not worry about your life . . .”) and use a practice
such as lectio divina (meditative reading of Scripture).6

3
Practice noticing your reactive responses around money (fear, wanting,
envy). Don’t try to change them, simply notice. Over time (a long time)

this practice can deeply affect you for the better. 

4
Pray for members of your congregation who are struggling financially.
One effect of offering their names to God is to help you gain clarity
about what you can and cannot do to help. It can also help you let go

of any judgmental attitudes you may have.

5
Pray for members of your congregation who have ample resources. 

This can help you let go of any judgmental attitudes 
you may have toward them.
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6
Pray for members of your congregation who have a different view of

how to handle the congregation’s resources. This can help you let go of
any judgmental attitudes you may have toward them, 
and will help you work more productively with them.

7
Make a list of five things you are thankful for daily. This practice will
help you focus on what you have, not what you do not have. 

D I S C O V E R  Y O U R  S E L F - W O R T H

We all have a story around money, a unique relationship with
it. And God wants us to find our true self—in relation to money
and everything else. Our true self is a self that is dependent only
on God for our understanding of who we are, not on our pos-
sessions or our salary, or our success in stewardship or our min-
istry as a whole. All those, when we take our cue from them,
are expressions of false or pseudo-self. Everyone lives out of this
false self to some degree. But the more we live out of our de-
pendence on God, the freer we will be in all aspects of life, in-
cluding our leadership in congregational life—and our financial
life. 

Ask yourself this question: “Do I think my worth depends on
my success, on how successful the stewardship campaign is, and
how successful my church is?” Many clergy were either the old-
est child or the one on whom expectations fell heavily in the
family. We are prone to the temptation of finding our value in
what we produce. It is a long spiritual process to truly accept in
the depths of our being that God loves us no matter how much
money people give, or how much we make. And of course, we
are tempted by the trappings of success in other areas, too, par-
ticularly how many people are in the pews each week.

If your sense of yourself depends on success, especially finan-
cial success, and not on your ultimate acceptance by God, you
are living on shaky spiritual ground. You can easily find your
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feet knocked from under you by the inevitable setbacks in con-
gregational life. It is critical that you address these matters for
yourself, whether through prayer, spiritual direction, or therapy
(or all of the above). Spending this time is not selfish. As you
live more deeply into your full acceptance by God, it is good for
you, good for your family, and good for your church. You will
lead from a place of greater spiritual calm and depth. And you
will be able to lead more effectively in the area of money, be-
cause you will have money in its proper perspective. Money is
always secondary, never ultimate. 

You can celebrate when you do see good things happening at
church, and you should! Yet, when you are emotionally and spir-
itually dependent on those good things, you have spiritual work
to do. As a responsible eldest daughter I have to work on this
every day. I know in my heart of hearts my first response is to
think I have to earn my salvation by producing. The practice of
living out of gratitude helps me overcome that profound sense
that it is all up to me. Letting go of ultimate responsibility for
the financial life of the church you lead is truly a deeply spiritual
matter. You cannot delegate leadership, yet you can delegate
anxiety—“downward” to those you lead, and also, and more
importantly, “upward” to God. You still have key responsibili-
ties in this area, of course. But the practice of letting go positions
you differently in relationship to the challenges. You can recog-
nize the outcome is not up to you.

One minister decided to begin a practice of checking in twice
a day to see if she had been experiencing that sense of God’s gra-
cious provision, rather than anxious obligation. She was aston-
ished to find how often her thoughts flew to obligation and fear,
especially in the area of money. But simply checking in this way
each day over time helped her move toward greater awareness
of God’s love and provision for her. She found herself less anx-
ious, less critical of others—and herself—and more able to live
out of joy and gratitude.

The process of growing a sense of self apart from what you
produce includes a deep acceptance of where you are in your
journey, just as God accepts you where you are. You can cele-
brate the small steps you are able to take along the way. You
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have anxiety about money? Well, money and your response to
it can be your teachers. You had an emotional crash after the
church denied you a raise yet again? Remember, that’s normal—
and then ask, what can you learn from this experience? Can you
receive God’s love even though you feel like the church doesn’t
love you enough or that you aren’t doing a good enough job,
and despite your expectation that there would be enough money
for a raise? God accepts you as you are, and God wants you to
be free in relation to money. Both are true. Be patient with your-
self: you have a lifetime to walk through, where you will en-
counter these issues again and again. Like our parishioners, we
deal with money every day. Through the years, we will find
many opportunities to practice living out of freedom in financial
affairs. 

I N V I T E  O T H E R S  T O  P R AY

A spiritual focus for our financial life goes beyond our individual
spirituality to life together in community. If together we can act
on our spiritual principles rather than out of fear and anxiety,
we will be less stressed as a church, and will make better deci-
sions. While you can only focus on yourself and your function-
ing, you can invite others to join you in moving toward a
spiritual perspective on money. You cannot make people pray
about money or anything else, but you can invite them on a jour-
ney of celebration, and you can begin to create a space where
gratitude is the first word.

One Episcopal priest’s shift in his spiritual life enabled him
to be different in his leadership. In particular, he found himself
noticing people he might not have thought of for leadership who
were also tuned in spiritually. The vestry—and even the finance
committee—slowly became more comfortable with conversation
about stewardship and the budget from a faith perspective. If
we can together act on our principles rather than out of fear and
anxiety, we will be able to make different decisions. If we seek
to be thoughtful and not reactive, we will make different deci-
sions. If clergy and key lay leaders are able, out of spiritual
power, to stick to the plan in the face of the reactivity of others,
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churches will be healthier and more resilient places, even in the
face of high anxiety, global recession, and changing institutional
realities. 

It is not easy to live this way. The pressures to be too busy
for prayer and spiritual practice, individually and at meetings,
are enormous: “Our agenda is just too full!” But if we provide
this element of leadership, our own lives will be transformed and
our communities will become different. And the decisions we
make about money and about other matters will be much easier.
If you are praying, your relationship with money will be differ-
ent, and you will relate to others differently—less haranguing,
less judgmental, less anxious. You will be more open, more ac-
cepting, more able to be light about the challenges and about
the quirks of the people you lead. A key spiritual endeavor is to
accept those who have a different point of view on church fi-
nances. It is all too easy to view those who disagree with judg-
ment, frustration, even anger when they appear to be roadblocks
in the way to ministry. When you roll your eyes, complain about
others, and inwardly resent them, you are getting in the way of
your own spiritual growth—and theirs. Pray for them, open
your heart to them, spend time with them. And you may be sur-
prised what happens over the years. 

If you had to make a choice between teaching your people
about stewardship and teaching them about prayer, I’d say teach
them about prayer. This is a false dichotomy, of course. But if
people are serious about prayer over time, their relationship with
money will change. And remember that we can learn from our
people as well. My first year in pastoral ministry, we faced a
shortfall as we approached the end of the year. What to do? Sit-
ting around the table with the executive board, I could feel my
anxiety rising. Was it me and my leadership? As we continued
the conversation, the treasurer said at last, “We’ll just have to
pray about it.” I remember thinking, if the treasurer thinks it’s
a spiritual matter, we’re probably going to be okay. We were,
and we continued to be for the next twelve years of my ministry
in that church. I did learn, however, that the December crunch
was typical—and I learned to be a little less anxious in December
each year. 
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Now, you cannot make your people pray about money or
anything else. Family systems thinking suggests that you work
with people who are motivated, rather than trying to chase after
and “motivate” people who are not. Look for other leaders in
the congregation who are interested in spiritual matters, and
teach them more about prayer. Then look for people who are
involved with the money who have a hint of interest in spiritual
matters, and work with them. Over time—and I mean over the
years—more people will come along. Your best “prospects” for
this kind of work are people who are calmer. Teach them to pray,
and recruit them for leadership positions. 

Cynthia Maybeck tells about her time as pastor of Trinity
Church in Northboro, Massachusetts. She recalls one lay leader
who was a banker by profession. “We were talking about risking
a huge deficit budget for the purpose of hiring an additional
clergy member, and he said, ‘You know, Monday through Friday
I work to avoid risk, and at church meetings we keep talking
about taking risks for the sake of the gospel.�And I’m starting
to think it’s kind of fun!’ And when he said that he had laughter
in his eyes as well as in his voice.”7 Maybeck has found it a bless-
ing in her ministry to be able to teach people the spirituality of
abundance and see how that affects their way of thinking about
money. 

Maybeck also tells about another woman who took part in
the church’s involvement with a ministry to the homeless. At a
worship service, she heard a testimony from a man who gave
thanks because he found a quarter and could buy a Dunkin
Donuts munchkin and use the restroom as a paying customer.
When she went through the Dunkin Donuts drive-through the
next day, she was in tears of gratitude for all that she had. Her
experience of the church’s mission changed her relationship with
her own resources.8 Prayer and action for ministry go hand in
hand. Pray and take action, together founded in your life of
prayer, then see how your spiritual life is affected by your ac-
tions. In this way you will be able to manage your money to-
gether and spend it for ministry with more grace, more trust,
more celebration for what you do have. 
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Clergy and church leaders who make choices grounded in
prayer and their own faith will lead churches that are healthier
and more resilient. Even in the face of high anxiety, changing in-
stitutional realities and global recession, they will do better in-
stitutionally—and spiritually. Quality administration and deep
spiritual practice can walk hand in hand to help institutions
thrive. When you have this kind of spiritual leadership in place,
your congregation overall will be a calmer place. You and your
leaders will be able to say, “We can handle this,” as the in-
evitable financial ups and downs come. You will be able to deal
with differing points of view about what to do with a surplus
or what to do with a deficit. You will be able to make decisions
out of a sense of God’s provision in good times and in bad. You
will be able to make hard decisions, knowing it is not the end of
the world. You will be able to celebrate all that God has done,
is doing, and will do in your unique life together.

TA K E  A N  I N F I N I T E  V I E W  O F  M O N E Y

Finally, we need to learn to place money in its proper perspec-
tive, to view money from the perspective of infinity, rather than
the anxious, limited perspective it is so easy to have. James Carse
begins his book Finite and Infinite Games with these words:
“There are at least two kinds of games. One could be called fi-
nite, the other infinite. A finite game is played for the purpose
of winning, an infinite game for the purpose of continuing the
play. . . . Finite players play within boundaries; infinite players
play with boundaries. . . . Surprise causes finite play to end; it is
the reason for infinite play to continue.”9

Money is the ultimate finite game; we human beings have
made it up and agreed to follow the rules. And we have all
thought there is not enough—we have experienced scarcity. But
we can choose a different view. We are in fact in a different
game, in God’s infinite game. We do not have to allow limited
funds or our fears that there won’t be enough in the future to
define our view of ourselves or of our ministries. Scarcity is a fi-
nite game. God’s way is an infinite game, the abundant offering
of God’s grace to us.
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This is what I want for you—for clergy, for lay leaders, and
for the church: to have an infinite view of your relationship with
your resources. To experience astounding gratitude, to live with
a sense of wonder for the amazing thing that is your life. To be
in awareness of God and God’s provision moment by moment.
For your business meetings about money to have an element of
prayer that is not perfunctory, but real. To worry less and cele-
brate more, and to be clear on what you want for yourself and
for your church. May we all be surprised by God as we take this
journey together. 

I D E A S  T O  P O N D E R

Go forth and save, spend, give, count, manage, do all that you
need to do with the money that is yours and that is the church’s,
with courage, forethought, freedom, skill, generosity, and care.
Do all this in the name of Jesus Christ, who went before, who
calls us and makes it possible for us to do the ministry that we
have.

u Questions
Here are six questions to consider as you engage spiritually with
money matters, personally and at church.

1. How have you experienced God’s provision?

2. What causes you to be distracted by anxieties about
scarcity?

3. How can you incorporate your money life into your
prayer life, and your prayer life into your money life?

4. How can you bring your spiritual leadership at church
into the area of money?

5. For whom do you need to pray about money?

6. For what are you most grateful?
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