Why is stewardship
so stinking difficult?
Chick, primory outhor

I received a telephone call a few years ago from a pastor who asked me

to speak at a gathering of stewardship Ieaders from several congrega_
tions. After expressing interest, I asked, "What do you want
-" t t"lk
about?" Without a pause, the pastor said, "Why is stewardship so stink_
ing difficult?"
Recently I was in a conversation with a good friend of many years.
She is a member of a church body quite different
from my Lutheran

denomination. As often happens, the conversation went to stewardship.
Unprompted, she said, "stewardship is so difficult in so many congre_
gations. Nobody wants to lead it, and nobody wants
to talk about it.,, At
least we know now that this isn't iust a Lutheran problem!
Why is stewardship so stinking difficult? It is important to consider
this question before we get too far into the 6661. y1 i3 *snderful to have
stewardship principles grounded solidly in Scripture, but ifall your plans
crash on the rocks of reality in congregational life, then you haven,t
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accomplished much. I want to name the rocks of reality as I see them.
Having done so, you can start on your stewardship iourney at least knowing some ofthe obstacles you might encounter.
In chapter 1, I described how stewardship has a bad name because of
its connection to paying the bills. There are other reasons stewardship
can be difficult. Some of these reasons come from practices within congregations, some of which have a long history. Others come from the cultural context in which congregations find themselves. This chapter will
look at five reasons and suggest some ways to move forward in stewardship ministry more fully aware of the situation in which you work.

I was talking about this business/spiritual split with a group offirstcall pastors several years ago, I mentioned how in some cases, new pastors
will be instructed by one ofthe business leaders about the importance of
the pastor keeping out of the business life of the congregation. I said to
the group, "Sometimes one ofthese leaders will even say, 'Now pastor, we
don't want you talking about money, and we know that you'd rather not
talk about money. You focus on the spiritual life ofthe congregation, and
we'll make sure the bills get paid."'A first-call pastor sitting in the front
row of the group bolted to her feet and announced to the group, "That
tust happened to me." It turns out she was in the first month of her first
call, and the local bank president, one ofthe congregation's finance leaders, had taken her out to lunch and given her this speech.
In another group, I was talking about why I think it is important for
the pastor to know what members give to the congregation. After the
session a pastor came up to me, almost in tears. She said, "['ll never know
what anyone gives. They won't even let me see the treasurer's report.
There is a small group that controls the finances, and I'm not allowed to
be a part ofthat group."
These may be extreme examples, but they make the point. In many
congregations there is a business/spiritual split that puts these two
aspects of congregational life in separate boxes and keeps them well
isolated from one another. This, of course, is to the detriment of congregational health. Just as what a person does with nnances cannot be
separated from the person's faith in Iesus Christ, what a congregation
does with finances cannot be separated from the spiritual life of the
congregation.
There needs to be regular and free conversation between those
responsible for the financial life ofthe congregation and those responsible for things like worship, Christian education, visitation, outreach, and
all other aspects of the congregation's life. Watch out for third person
pronouns used among congregational leaders. Ifthere is talk about "they
do this and they do that" be careful. Strive for first person pronouns: "We

Reason t: The business,/spiritual split in congregations
Have you ever heard someone say, "Well, the church is a business, after

all." This simple, at least partiallytrue, statement is the tip ofthe iceberg.
Just below the surface is the much larger issue. This issue is that many
congregations have long ago created a split personality inwhich the business life ofthe congregation and the spiritual life ofthe congregation are
kept quite separate.
In too many congregations there is a group ofpeople who take care of
the business ofthe congregation. These people often work in business or
finance in their Mondayto Friday lives. This business ofthe congregation
includes monitoring income, developing budgets, and making sure the
bills get paid in a timely manner. In some congregations the work of the
property committee is included in this business life of the congregation.
These business practices are obviously important and must be done well.
The problem comes when theybecome separate and isolated from the rest
of the congregation's life.
I have talked to many pastors in recent years who have described this
split in various ways. Almost always, the pastors use third person pronouns to talk about those who take care ofthe business life ofthe congregation. "They do this and they do that" is the usual language. Sometimes
without even realizing it, the pastors describe a congregational system
in which some leaders hold very tight reigns on the business practices
of the church, keeping everyone, including the pastor, at arm's length
from their work. The pastor is expected to spend his or her days in what
is considered the spiritual life of the congregation-things like worship,
Christian education, visiting the sick, and so forth.

that."
ln addition to a false compartmentalizing of the congregation's life,
two other problems can emerge from this business/spiritual split. First,
the flnance leaders often become the gatekeepers for congregational
decisions by simply saying, "We can't afford that." When they are the
do this and we do
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only people who know the congregation's true financial situation, no one
can even engage them in a discussion about what the congregation's priorities are and should be. "We can't afford that" becomes the veto, with
little or no chance that the veto can be overridden.
The other and more serious problem is that money is seldom talked
about in the congregation, and when it is talked about, it is always talked
about on the financial side of this split. As you have already read, )esus
talks about money a lot. His talk about money always deals with money
as a spiritual matter and never deals with the need for the congregation
to have money. In other words, with fesus, money talk is always on the

spiritual side and never on the business side.
Too many congregations get this exactly backwards. Money is talked
about in the fall when people are asked to indicate their giving plans for
the coming year, and money is talked about whenever there is a shortage that threatens the congregation's ability to pay the bills. In both of
these instances, the focus ofmoney talk is on the congregation's financial
needs, not on the need of each Christian to live a generous life, caring for
those who don't have enough. Anytime a congregation does something
that is so obviously opposite of lesus' way of doing things, it skates on
very thin ice.

Rolffacobson has written, "Church leaders tend to talk about money
when we want to get it out ofsomeone else's pockets and into our own."1
Our experience is that in many congregations, this has been the practice for so long that congregants think this is the only way money can be
talked about in church. That the use ofmoney could be a spiritual matter
has never occurred to many, because money has never been talked about
in this way.
Think about how money is talked about in your own congregation.
Is money talk pretty much limited to one of the congregation's business
leaders standing up and asking for some, either for next year's budget or
this year's bills? Does money talk include the pastor and other congregational leaders talking in sermons and other occasions about the role
of generosity in their lives and how faith and finances intersect? If you
can only answer yes to the first question, you may be in a congregation
where this business/spiritual split is alive and well. You are certainly in
a congregation where money is only talked about when the congregation
needs some.

Why is stewardship so stinhing difficutt?

Whot might you do?
I have found that there is often a direct correlation between the business,/
spiritual split in a congregation and the pastor not knowing what people
give. Put positively, it appears that when the pastor knows what people
give, the money conversation in a congregation changes, and there is a

much higher likelihood that money will be talked about openly so the
faith and finances connection will be made.
We believe there are many good reasons for a pastor to know what
people give, and this is certainly one of them. If the pastor in your congregation doesn't know what people give, we encourage you to have a
conversation at the council level about why that is. I speak about this in
Ask, Thank, ?ell., Look there for a deeper discussion.
Chapter 5 in this bookwill provide ideas for ways to talk about money
when you aren't asking for any.

Reason 2: When stewardship is only about money
Grace and I agree almost completely on the basics of stewardship. How-

ever, we do have different emphases. According

to Grace, I am "laser
focused" on money, that is, financial stewardship. I acknowledge the
accuracy of her assessment. Grace tends to take a much more holistic
view and likes the definition: "Stewardship is everything l do after I say
I believe." I also use this definition, but think it runs the risk ofbeing so
large that it really doesn't mean much ofanything.
We do agree that stewardship has to be about a lot more than money.
We often find ourselves saying it this way, 'stewardship is about money
and a whole lot more." For a long time, people in the church have talked
about the three Ts of stewardship: time, talent, and treasure. We think
this is helpful.
We are nervous about congregations where lhe wofi, stewardship is
only associated with money. This narrow focus can exclude people who
are unable to give much money to the church. It also leaves out those
who give countless hours to God's work through the congregation and
those who share their considerable talents generously with others. Any
definition ofstewardship needs to include those who come to the church
office faithfully on Friday to assemble bulletins and those choir members
who selflessly gather every week for choir practice and sing Sunday after
Sunday in worship.

3O
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When stewardship is only about monet the word is being used too
narrowly, and it shouldn't surprise anyone that some people find the
word obiectionable. Many churches have found ways to broaden the definition quite successfully. We know of one Episcopal congregation that
uses the word ministry to describe all that the members ofthe congregation do through their volunteering. The guywho cuts the grass describes
this as his ministry. The people who put the newsletter together gather
for their ministry. I find this a very wonderful expansion of the word

focus on stewardship of the body, emphasizing healthy eating habits,
expanded exercise, and more. Chapter 10 will explore ways to expand
your congregation's definition of stewardship.
You might also want to explore the resource that Grace authored,
"stewards of God's Love,"r published by the Evangelical Lutheran Church
in America. "stewards of God's Love" provides an expansive understanding ofstewardship and many examples ofcongregations who have helped
members see that stewardship is about all

oflife.

stewardship.

I had a fascinating conversation with a man in a congregation in
Tacoma, Washington. He was talking about how he understands stewardship as time, talents, and treasure. He had a powerful perspective on
these three words. He said, "l've learned that whichever one of these is
in shortest supply in my life, that is the one God wants me to give most
generously. When I was a college student I didn,t have much money, so
I sensed God's call to me to be financially generous. Now, I have a fulltime iob, and I'm engaged. I want to spend time at work and with my
fianc6e, so I now sense God's call to me to be generous with my time.,,
Most of us imagine that we should give ofwhichever of these is in greatest supply. He said it differently, and I think, correctly. We should give
generously to God what is most precious to us, not what is easiest to give.

Another congregation has expanded the three Ts byaddingtwo more.

In addition to time, talent, and treasure, this congregation has added
trees and tissue. These additional Ts provide an opportunityto talk about
stewardship of the earth (trees) and stewardship of our bodies (tissue).
Not surprisingly, I find this a very helpful addition to the old formula.
How is stewardship defined in your congregation? When people hear
the word, do they think first and foremost about money? Do they think
only about money? If so, stewardship ministry in your congregation
is probably quite difficult. You are working with a very narrow definition that leaves out lots of people and lots of those things that God has
entrusted into our care.

Whot might you do?
If stewardship in your congregation is a word that only refers to money,
we encourage you to intentionally explore the three (or five) Ts. For example, a group could be formed to lead a yearJong congregational focus on

"tissue." Prominently using the word stewardship, you could develop

32

a

Reason 3: Societal taboos about money
Many people have grown up understanding that money ranks right up
there with sex, religion, and politics as topics to be avoided in polite
conversation. Some of us have learned this through direct instruction
from parents, others have no specific memory of how they learned these
important social graces, but they know them iust the same.
However learned, there are many people in every congregation who
grow very nervous when money is talked about. This isn't specifically a
congregational issue. These people grow nervous when money is talked
about anywhere, and the congregation is no exception. Societal taboos
aren't left at the church door as people enter.
Because ofthis, there will be people in iust about every congregation
who don'twant money talked about. Phrases like, "What I give is between
me and God" have a lot more to do with these societal taboos than they do
with anything specifically related to church life. What the phrase really
means is, "What I do with my money is my business, not yours. So butt

out!"
pastors and other congregagrown
upwith this taboo as much as anyone else. This
tional leaders have
can lead pastors to be as uncomfortable talking about money as some
of their congregants are listening to them talk about money' When pastors don't want to talk about money, and congregants don't want them to
talk about money, a pattern can be established where the topic is simply
ignored, and no one really obiects.
We think congregations simply must talk about money' As we have
often said already (and will continue to say throughout the book), Jesus
talked about money and possessions frequently. Since this is a topic that
is of such importance to Jesus, we can't iust iSnore it because it makes
some people uncomfortable.

It is also important to recognize that
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Societal taboos about money are probably not something pastors and
congregational leaders can undo. Rather, leaders have to resign themselves to the occasional backlash when money is openly discussed. It is
important to keep this problem in mind, because it maywell be the explanation for that time when someone's reaction to money talk seems way
out ofproportion. The reaction maynot be aboutyou. It maybe about this
societal taboo, and there isn't much you can do about it except to listen
quietly and not overreact.

would have us scouring advertisements looking for the next iacket that
we then have to have.
With consumerism, enough is never enough. In fact, with consumerism, there is no such thing as enough. There is always plenty more out
there that we "need." Furthermore, consumerism creates a situation in
which what we have shapes our understanding ofwho we are. Eric Barreto
has written, "Our'stuff'has become our'stuffing.' It gives us and our
lives shape and sustains us.'a
Consumerism impacts how people hear the message of stewardship
in many different ways. TWo are especially important. First, if my life is
at one level or another an unending quest for what I don't have, it makes
absolutely no sense to give money away. lfl know that there will always be
something out there that I want, then by giving money away I reduce my
chances to secure not only what I want, but what will give shape to who I
am. Whywould I limit mypossibilities byreducing my available resources?
The second impact is even more important. Many people have
responded wholeheartedly to the message of consumerism and have
already purchased many things that they are still paying for. Everyone
needs someplace to call home, but many of us have way more home than
we need. Most people need a car, but many of us have more car than we
need. And then there is credit card debt!
All of these previous financial decisions impact a person's ability to
give of time, talent, and treasure. As I sometimes say, "It is hard to be a
tither when you are living on 105 percent ofyour income." Many people
know they have gotten themselves into a financial mess, and the word of
stewardship, especially financial stewardship, can lead to feelings ofboth
guilt and resentment.

What might you do?
Ifthe societal taboos around money are alive and well in your congregation, perhaps a Bible study on some of the passages in which Jesus talks
about money would be helpful. Naming the fact that this societal taboo
is present and then contrasting it with fesus'approach to talking about
money could provide new insight. There will perhaps still be people who
will balk at talking about money in the congregation. They need to be listened to respectfully, but their opinions should not be allowed to hold the
congregation hostage. There will be many more people who will value an
honest discussion of money, especially from a biblical perspective.

Reason 4: Consumerism
Consumerism is a huge issue in our society and thus in our congregations. It is a maior influence in iust about everyone's life with money, and
thus it impacts how people view money talk in church. Many struggle
with how to balance their desire for more things with their desire to be
faithful followers of fesus Christ. Others don't struggle with this at all
and have themselves so locked into a lifestyle ofconsumption that giving
generously to anyone or anything is out ofthe question. To thes€ people,
suggestions that they consider growing their giving are met with either
quiet resistance or sheer disbelief.
When I talk about consumerism, I am not talking about accumulation. The mere gathering of lots of stuff is not at the heart of consumerism. Rather, consumerism is about always wanting something more,
something different, something newer, or something one doesn't already
have. Consumerism causes us to never be satisfied. As soon as we have
something, consumerism would have us casting our gaze on the next
somethingthat is oneversion newer thanthe somethingwe have iust purchased. When we buy that iacket that we iust had to have, consumerism
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No wonder this is so stinking difficult.

What might you do?
I can say with confidence that consumerism is alive and well in your congregation. Nathan Dungan says that the average person in America is
exposed to five thousand advertising messages every day. Your congregants are not shielded from this barrage. You get about one hour a weekto
try to counter a message that fills people's lives the other 167 hours. You

aren't going to drown it out!
I have found that namingthe power ofconsumerism and helping people see how it works in their lives is very helpful. A sermon in December
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sinfulness of gift-giving excess is not what I have in
mind.
Rather, a thoughtful and ongoing message that
helps people identify the

lor adults under forty-five emphasized programs ofthe congregation that
would most likely interest them. The letter to people forty-five and over

blasting the

ways consumerism influences their life with money
can be one way to
help people deal with this influence in a positive
way. Some congregations have had great success with personal money management
courses,
This is an area in which you can emphasize that God
care"s about not lust
what people give away, but their entire life with money.
Chapter;; and 10
will provide additional suggestions.

Reason 5: Generational difierences
It used to be that stewardship ministry in congregations

was

prettymuch

"one size fits all.,, Everyone gave using
either cash or check. Since institu_
tional loyalty was strong, one message about the importance
of support_
ing the congregation was enough to reach everyone.
N"*.o_".. to th"

congregation expected to fit into the existing way
of doing things, and
long-time members expected them to fit in in this
way.
You may have noticed that this is no longer the
way it is. Most con_
gregations offer a variety ofways for people
to give and realize that they
should probably be expanding the options
Mo." and -or"
"uan -o.u.
congregational leaders are realizing the message
that reaches baby
boomers (think me) is probably not goint to reach
millennials (think
Grace). Newcomers to most congregations are
in many cases not coming
fr-om another similar congregation. Rather,
they are coming from years
of no church involvement and need help learning
the basiis of church
life, including how and how much to give, and hoiv
and ho* _r"h ,o U"
involved. This is especially true ofyounger new members.
. I was in a meeting of congregational leaders in a suburban congrega_
tion, and the conversation was about the upcoming
annual ,,"rr".drhip
program and how to communicate with the
congregation. One woman
took a deep breath and said, ..I think we need tJhalve
several different

messages,

and we need to use several different ways of delivering
those
mes::Ces. If you are going to get my attention, you
need to senime an
email. If you are going to get my parents, attention, you
need to
send

a letter. My message needs to be short and to the point.
Their message
needs more detail. We can,t
iust do one. It won,t work..

cmphasized a different set ofdetails.

In the process of this appeal, another group in the congregation
completely redid the congregation's online giving program so that people
could make their annual pledge online, sign up for online giving through
the website, and make a one-time gift on the website. They also discussed
how to differentiate between people who used offering envelopes and
those who never did, so that they could accommodate both groups.
If all this sounds like a lot ofwork, it is. And this is iust another reason why stewardship is so stinking difficult. It is a lot more work to do
several things well than it is to do one thing well.
What might you do?
We have written this book to help congregations deal with the complexity
of stewardship ministry in the twenty-first century. Ifyou recognize that
you are still doing too many things in the same old way, you might particularlybenefit from chapters 6,9, and 11.
A good first step as you begin to deal with the complexity ofstewardship is to look around the table at your stewardship team. Do you reflect
the diversity of your congregation, or are you all pretty much cut from
the same piece of cloth? It used to be that stewardship committees were
predominantly comprised of male finance types. This has changed in
many congregations. lt is still the case, however, that many stewardship
committees are populated with people whose daily work is in the area of
business or finance. Make sure that your stewardship committee has a
good balance, including age balance and life-experience balance.
We think it is important to start small. Don't try to change everything you do in one year. Changing too much at once will wear you out
and will probably leave the congregation wondering "what just happened?" Start small. Don't assume that you know what people want. Ask
them. Then make a few changes that are done very well and see how it
goes. It is important to listen to the congregation and to experiment with
new ideas.

was correct. We ended up with one generalmessage
,letter,Sheanother
message

Stewardship can be stinking difhcutt

under forty-five, and a letter for people forty_five
and over. The email

make stewardship difficult. Surveying the congregational landscape,

forthe news_
on the congregation,s website, an email for
adults
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This chapter has identified some forces at work in your congregation that
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CHAPTER,4
identifying the hills and valleys, and developing a stewardship
plan can
be the first step in reducing some ofthe difficulties
or at teart eii-inatirrg
some ofthe bad odors around this important word
in your congregation,s
ministry.

Practical tools for embracing
stewardship in your congregation
Groce, primory author

Did you find yourself nodding along in agreement while reading the last
chapter? Does stewardship ministry in your congregation seem so stinking difficult for any or all of the reasons that Chick discussed? Does your
stewardship ministry feel stuck in some ofthe same old patterns that you
iust can't seem to break out of?
The challenges that Chick identified in the previous chapter affect
almost every congregation, and often those challenges, and other issues
that Chick did not mention, can stand in the way of innovation. Quite
simply, these challenges can leave your congregation feeling stuck. How
do you break free?

This chapter will equip you with some practical tools that will help
you break free from the challenges your stewardship ministry is facing
so you can embrace stewardship more fully in your congregation. I will
be using the creative tool, Design Thinking (DT).l DT is a human-centered design process that can help congregations tackle difficult challenges in creative ways. While it is difficult to pinpoint the exact origins
of DT, it was made popular by the design firm, IDEO, and the Institute
of Design (d.school) at Stanford University. This process has been used
38
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