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A few words as we begin
Tithing and church giving have become somewhat of 
a political debate among the Christian community. 
Is tithing mandated, or is freewill giving biblically 
accurate? How much infl uence does the Old Testament 
have on the New Testament church? I want to settle 
this debate up front: I don’t care. 

Such conversation may be great in the halls of academia 
and very appropriate in settings where pastors want to 
manipulate theoretical precepts to support their points 
of view and show off  in front of their peers. However, 
this type of activity doesn’t produce results. Pastors 
have great responsibility; they are responsible for the 
fi nancial integrity as well as the spiritual vitality of the 
organizations they lead.

If you’re turned off  or off ended by what you’ve just read, 
then please don’t read any further. If you’re looking 
for a book that is full of theological vocabulary and 
requires a dictionary and thesaurus to be kept close by, 
then this book is not for you. If you’re looking for an 
easy, quick fi x, then this book is not for you.

If, however, you feel the pressure of money and 
ministry and feel overwhelmed, underprepared, and 
uncomfortable with this tension, keep reading. If you 
want to gain a better understanding of how to lead your 
church through tough and prosperous economic times, 
then keep reading. If you believe God has provided all 
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the resources you need to accomplish the ministry he 
has placed in your heart, then keep reading.

What I believe
I believe the church is the primary institution 
empowered by God at Pentecost to carry forward 
the work of the Great Commission until his ultimate 
return. Because I believe that, I’ve dedicated my 
life to supporting the work of the local church, not 
denominations. Some have put the proverbial cart 
before the horse. Th e local church does not exist to 
support the work of the denomination. Rather, the 
denomination exists to support the work of the local 
church.

I believe that pastors are the primary conduits to fully 
funded budgets and long-term sustainable ministry. 
Money is not the end that justifi es the means. Money 
is merely the fuel that ensures the work continues until 
Christ returns. Our conversations about money and 
the church typically are the result of capital campaigns. 
A great deal of literature already exists on this subject. 
While it can be an element of a sustainable ministry, 
the purpose of this book is much broader than how a 
church can better raise funds to build a building.

I believe sustainable funding models for ministry will 
look and feel diff erent in every church. Th e important 
task of the pastor is to inform himself on the strategies 
and tools available to be able to make critical decisions 
that result in the necessary funding for ministry. I also 
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believe that creating a strategy and plan for sustainable 
funding is a dynamic process. It’s something that must 
be revisited every time a pivotal leadership decision is 
made and upon completion of every ministry program 
or event. Building a habit of measuring eff ectiveness 
will ensure that your members see a connection between 
their giving and the ministry of your church.

I believe the conversation 
on stewardship and giving 
has been a marginal one 
for far too long. It’s time to 
shift the conversation from 
“What do we have to cut 
to survive?” to “What does 
God want us to do next?” 
Th is subtle shift changes 
our perspective and helps 

encourage us to see the opportunities available to us 
rather than the limitations that restrict us.

I believe this book is only the beginning. By design, 
it will not—or even attempt to—answer all relevant 
questions. My hope is that it will facilitate a conversation 
that is taking place across the landscape of churches 
everywhere: how can I better fund the ministry God 
has called me to accomplish? We do not hesitate to 
proclaim that God will provide, but those faced with 
seemingly impossible circumstances quietly wonder to 
themselves if God will come through again.

V
It’s time to shift the 
conversation from “What 
do we have to cut to 
survive?” to “What does 
God want us to do next?” 

V
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Let’s be honest
Money makes pastors sweat. It increases their heart 
rates and causes them to shift in their seats. Few pastors 
considered their calling would include the ministry of 
money. I suspect that if most pastors had a hint of 
the reality check that comes in the fi rst few months of 
their fi rst pastorate, some might have made a diff erent 
decision.

Th ere is so much anxiety surrounding money, its 
misuse, and the perception of power it brings that it is 
often left alone for fear of not knowing exactly what to 
do or say. Th is unfortunate reality has produced a void 
of teaching and preaching on the subject, which has 
resulted in an entire generation of Christians who are 
slow to make the connection that confessing Jesus as 
Lord means he owns everything and expects us to manage 
the resources he has provided to the advancement of the 

Kingdom, not our 
personal agendas.

The annual stewardship 
campaign is as painful 
for the pastor to preach 
as it is for the person 
in the pew to hear. It’s 
not for the lack of good 
resources or biblical 
substance. Rather, this 
directly stems from 
leaving stewardship 

V 
I think it’s time to 
drop the pretense and 
the  pseudo-theologica l 
vocabulary and just be honest 
with people—especially the 
people in our pews—when it 
comes to church giving.

V
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out of pastor training and church strategy planning. 
Something has to change. I think it’s time to drop the 
pretense and the pseudo-theological vocabulary and 
just be honest with people—especially the people in 
our pews—when it comes to church giving.

Seven things you need to know
Each of these is important and provides a basis for the 
remainder of this book. Th ese basic premises provide 
insight into my assumptions about money and local 
church ministry. It’s not necessary that you agree with 
all of them, only that you keep these in mind as we 
move forward.

1. The church is a nonprofit organization that exists 
only through the donations of people. 

Strip away the things that are specifi c to churches and 
what you are left with is an organization of people 
designed to accomplish a specifi c work that provides 
its membership with opportunities for leadership and 
community service. All of this is funded through the 
contributions of those who believe in the cause and 
goals that this organization upholds and affi  rms.

My point is not to strip away all the mystery and 
theology that are intricately connected with the makeup 
of the church; I want you to better understand why 
your church should be as concerned with sustainable 
funding levels as is the executive director of the local 
nonprofi t. As the demands upon churches become 
more complex, the funding necessary to meet those 
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demands increases. Every nonprofi t is faced with 
this reality. Pastors and church leaders are fooling 
themselves if they believe that they can avoid this 
certain reality. 

2. The habits of giving begin with the worldview of 
the giver. 

Church leaders should be focused on creating a culture 
of generosity. Pounding the pulpit is quickly fading as 
a trusted strategy to increase giving in your church. 
Generosity is a spiritual characteristic and begins with 
a biblical understanding of the Lordship of Christ. 

America is built upon the desire to be free of obligation 
to someone else. Th is directly contradicts our belief 
that what we have is God’s and is freely given to us to 
use to build up and benefi t the work of the Kingdom. 
Knowing this helps inform church leaders and shape 
their strategies to begin initiating a change in the way 
their membership views giving and the role it plays 
within the life of a believer.

3. Churches have an advantage over every other 
nonprofit: the membership interacts personally 
with the organization on a regular basis. 

A traditional nonprofi t spends a great deal of money 
each year to promote its mission and ask for monetary 
support to fund that mission. No other nonprofi t is 
provided with a built-in, weekly donor cultivation 
event called weekly worship services; churches are. 
But churches don’t understand how to use those 
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opportunities to reinforce 
their mission and solidify 
consistent giving from their 
membership.

Churches are the best 
positioned to capture the 
greatest percentage of 
dollars available from every 
member. It’s up to us to 

take advantage of the opportunity and channels we 
have been given to ensure fully funded budgets and 
long-term sustainable ministry.

4. Churches are the worst at capturing the dollar. 

Church leaders too often rely on pseudo-theological 
vocabulary or other empty rhetoric that sounds good 
but delivers no “call to action” that results in consistent 
giving behavior. Churches need to shift their focus to 
demonstrating the ministry impact of every dollar. Th is 
is why so many Christians can justify sending their 
tithe—in portion or in full—to para-church and other 
nonprofi ts that are much better at demonstrating what 
every dollar accomplishes.

Leadership will need to make a shift in seeing their 
members as shareholders. Shareholders are all owners 
of a public company, and public companies make 
decisions based on how those decisions will impact 
the value of the shareholders’ stakes in the business. 
I’m not proposing that we sell our churches on the 
open market. I am advocating that we adopt some of 
the reporting mechanisms that public companies use 

V
Pounding the pulpit is 
quickly fading as a trusted 
strategy to increase giving 
in your church.

V
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to demonstrate the progress they are making in the 
marketplace and document each success. People want 
to know you know what you’re doing with the money 
they contribute.

5. If churches continue to be silent in the area 
of biblical stewardship—our time, talent, and 
treasures—the number of volunteers, the lay 
leadership, and the giving levels needed to operate 
and grow a complex organization such as the church 
will cease to exist.

Stewardship for many is an “old” word that has no 
place in the modern Christian’s vocabulary. I must 
admit that my training in this area was very limited, 
so I based my perceptions on my experience: the 
annual stewardship emphasis and the occasional 
capital campaign. But stewardship is so much more, 
and I believe people who cite Christianity as shallow 
are not being challenged to see how to integrate their 
faith in a holistic way where everything they have 
is to be given as an offering to the source of all our 
gifts.

I would suggest that stewardship is less scary for the 
person in the pew than the person in the pulpit might 
think. It has been my experience that people are looking 
for a vocabulary and discipline to measure their use 
of God’s gifts to the advancement of the Gospel and 
the fulfi llment of the Great Commission. However, 
our silence has left them to put the pieces together 
themselves—a dangerous proposition indeed.
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6. Giving levels and habits should be seen as 
measurement tools. 

Giving is an outward sign of an inward commitment. If 
people have a hard time giving money to your church, 
then they aren’t fully committed. Knowing this leads 
to much deeper, more comprehensive conversations 
that could reveal some important information about 
your congregation.

Most of the people leading stewardship committees 
today are already faithful givers. Th ey can’t imagine 
and understand why everyone else doesn’t think and 
give like they do. Th e reality is that most of your 
membership doesn’t contribute a dime to your church. 
Th ere is a great opportunity to grow your giving base, 
but that opportunity has to be cultivated and nurtured 
until the response is nothing less than generous.

7. Church giving is connected to your ministry 
plan. 

What’s your vision? Is it big enough to inspire someone 
else? If not, dream bigger. People want to give to causes 
that they believe in because they want to accomplish 
something larger than they could through their own 
eff orts. If people can accomplish what you provide 
through your ministry on their own, they will and 
they’ll take their tithe with them.

People have an internal compass that we in the church 
call the Holy Spirit. Th is compass drives people to a 
place where they want more than they currently have. 
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Th ey want to be a part of something that provides a 
lasting impression on the world around them. If your 
church isn’t giving them something to talk about other 
than the next fellowship dinner, chances are they’ll fi nd 
a church that has fully embraced a missional mindset 
and is practicing their faith through its ministry plan.

Stop using failed persuasive techniques and start 
inspiring a generous culture. It will change your life, 
your ministry, and your church. And you will have 
more money for more ministry.

Th ree brutal facts about giving
Th e Pareto Principle is more commonly known as the 
80/20 rule. In other words, 80 percent of your ministry 
is driven by 20 percent of your membership. Th e same 
is true with respect to church giving habits too. Twenty 
percent of your congregation is giving 80 percent of 
your total budgeted funds. Th is will either paralyze 
you or motivate you to become more strategic.

Th e 20 percent are the ones who end up on stewardship 
and fi nance committees. Th ese leaders can’t imagine 
or understand why 80 percent of the congregation 
doesn’t give. What I’ve found to be true is that often 
the 20 percent think they are actually representing 40 
or 50 percent of the congregation. Most church leaders 
think their church is diff erent (i.e., better) than the 
average. When they complete a church giving profi le, 
this group is consistently surprised to learn that their 
church is just like every other church in that there are 
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a small number of faithful givers giving a majority of 
the budgeted funds.

Here are the brutal facts:

1. When your long-term funding strategy is hung 
on the giving habits of a small percentage of your 
entire congregation, you are tempting fate. 

Someone in that small group will leave the church, 
change jobs, lose his or her job, die, etc. If you’re not 
building giving habits with the 80 percent group, you 
are leaving yourself wide open for disaster to happen.

2. Providing things like electronic giving and 
offering envelopes are designed to encourage giving 
among the 80 percent—the largest body of your 
giving base. 

Th ese systematic tools are not designed for the small 
group of faithful givers in your church. Th ese tools 
give you the opportunity to grow your giving base, 
which makes you more likely to sustain a change in 
economic conditions and support a growth in the 
ministry activities of your church.

3. Stewardship is more important than your sermon 
preparation. 

(I’m anticipating some negative feedback for this one. 
Before you burn this book, hear me out.) Stewardship 
is about discipleship. It speaks to giving of 
ourselves—our time, talent, and treasure—because we 
recognize that everything we have is from God and is 
designed to be used to multiply kingdom eff orts. 
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While years are spent preparing pastors to preach, 
without a consistent stewardship education program 
pastors won’t have a pulpit to preach from. (Note: 
Pulpit can be symbolic if you are naturally opposed to 
the piece of furniture that is usually found center stage 
at traditional churches.)

Now more than ever 
pastors and church leaders 
must concern themselves 
with the fundamentals of 
organizational funding, 
stability, and sustainability. 
Let me sum it up by saying 
this: More Money. More 
Ministry. No Money. No 
Ministry. Th ose are the brutal 
facts.

Tithing outside the church
Th ere are some defi nite shifts taking place in the minds 
of American Christians related to tithing. Integrating 
these shifts into your overall funding strategy will be 
critical to your ability to remain fi nancially solvent. 
Two signifi cant ones are:

1. A growing number of Christians no longer believe 
the tithe is solely reserved for the church. 

More and more Christians are fi nding themselves 
dividing their 10 percent among their local church and 
other noble charitable endeavors. Th ere is no regret or 
remorse. Gone are the days when church leaders could 
assume that the tithe of every Christian would fi nd its way 

V
While years are spent 
preparing pastors to 
preach, without a 
consistent stewardship 
education program pastors 
won’t have a pulpit to 
preach from.

V 
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into the church off ering plate each week. As the culture 
demands more transparency from the organizations 
they fi nancially support as consumers, this sentiment 
is translated into the church context too. Th e general 
nonprofi t world is already grappling with this reality; the 
church isn’t exempt from it either.

2. Christians want their tithes to count in measurable 
ways. 

Churches in the not so near future—maybe even today 
(or yesterday)—will be required to document the 
ministry results supported by the tithes and off erings 
received from their membership base. Th e luster of 
undesignated funds is diminishing. American 
Christians want to know where their money is going, 
how it’s being used, and the impact it’s making.  

Th e end result of these shifts 
is that the church is becoming 
one of many charitable giving 
options instead of the central 
or primary charitable giving 
option for many American 
Christians. Th e control is 
shifting back to the person 
in the pew. No longer can 
church leaders sit back 
and expect the tradition of 
tithing to the local church to 
dictate how Christians give 
back to God. Th e new era of 
giving for American Christians doesn’t exclude churches 
from the mix of charitable giving opportunities, but it 

V 
Th e new era of giving 
for American Christians 
doesn’t exclude churches 
from the mix of charitable 
giving opportunities, but 
it requires the church to 
make a case for why it 
should be the recipient 
of those funds.

V
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requires the church to make a case for why it should be 
the recipient of those funds.

It’s not about you
Th ere is a revolution taking place. Social media tools are 
returning the power back to the individual from the 
institution. Th ere was a time when the institution 
controlled the message. Now it matters more what others 
are saying about the organization than what the 
organization is saying about itself. For those who still 
believe in the old model of communication, they risk 
losing credibility by continuing to resist this irreversible 
change.  

What does that mean for 
those of us concerned with 
stewardship and giving in 
the church? It doesn’t mean 
that church leaders should 
begin to view members as 
consumers. We’ve been down 
that road, and it’s disastrous 
for everyone involved. I 
think what it means is this: 
what’s relevant, helpful, 
insightful, etc. is determined 
by the person in the pew 
instead of the voice from the 
pulpit. We must give up our 

top-down mentality. Th is is exactly what made Jesus so 
successful at infl uencing people. (Of course, it’s also what 
led to his death.)

V
When was the last time 
we made a case for 
biblical stewardship that 
compelled the person in 
the pew through story 
and life transformation 
rather than expository 
preaching and rational 
argumentation?

V
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If we are going to be successful at reseeding the conversation 
on stewardship and giving and capturing more money 
for more ministry, it’s going to have to be a movement 
that begins with the church member instead of the pastor 
or other staff  members. When was the last time we made 
a case for biblical stewardship that compelled the person 
in the pew through story and life transformation rather 
than expository preaching and rational argumentation If 
we don’t, someone else will. And the chance that the one 
who will do this successfully will be outside the church 
is very high.

It’s time to get our game on. Are you ready to lose control 
and inspire others to multiply your ministry? No one is 
waiting to hear what the organization has to say. What 
pockets of people are waiting for is to hear what the 
people in your pews are saying about you.

Is focusing on money even Christian?
I think there are many pastors and church leaders who 
believe that any conversation about money or fund-
raising is nothing better than a four-letter word that 
should be forbidden from the Christian’s vocabulary. 
It feels dirty, and it’s more dreaded than getting all 
your teeth pulled at the same time.

In my conversations with some pastors, they tell me 
that fund-raising isn’t something that should concern a 
minister. Th e money needed will be provided “by the 
work of the Spirit.” Th at sounds very pastoral, but it 
doesn’t work. It’s the equivalent of the CEO of a 
company saying that customers who buy his company’s 
products or services need the CEO and his company 
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more than the company and CEO need their customers. 
Th at’s simply not true. 

I’m not diminishing the role 
of the Holy Spirit in the work 
of the church. It’s central to 
our eff ectiveness in bringing 
about the kingdom of God 
on earth.  But when we take 
that reality and use that as 
an excuse as to why we’re 
not responsible or shouldn’t 
be held accountable for 
the results we produce, we 
misuse theology to justify 
our own interests and cover 
up our own insecurities.

Stewardship and giving are 
central to the mission and 

viability of the church as an organization. If there 
is no money for ministry, then there is no ministry. 
Th e church has operational needs, and ministry costs 
money. So church giving is not just central to the life 
of the believer, it should be at the top of every church 
leader’s list.

No one is asking you to become a money expert or 
assume the persona of a nonprofi t development offi  cer. 
But as the spiritual leader of your church, it’s imperative 
that you know enough to ensure your church is healthy 
on all fronts—particularly when it relates to a subject 
like funding, which is the fuel for your ministry.

V 
But when we take that 
reality and use that as an 
excuse as to why we’re not 
responsible or shouldn’t 
be held accountable for 
the results we produce, 
we misuse theology to 
justify our own interests 
and cover up our own 
insecurities.

V



Chapter 2  
Sustainability: Something 
every pastor should consider

“…Both for-profi ts and nonprofi ts must address 
[sustainable funding] to eff ectively carry out their 
missions.” 

Tom Ralser
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What is sustainability?
Sustainability is defi ned by Merriam-Webster’s 
dictionary as being “a method of harvesting or using 
a resource so that the resource is not depleted or 
permanently damaged.” Th e last chapter focused on 
answering the questions related to why funding fuels 
our ministry and what should be the posture of church 
leaders and pastors related to money and ministry.

Sustainability is not a topic of conversation that is 
widely discussed in thriving economic times. When 
we fi nd ourselves in a strong economic climate, the 
focus tends to be on models for growth. Sustaining 
something is hardly as exciting as growing something. 
Nonetheless, it should be of utmost importance to the 
pastor in both good and bad economic times.

Th is is true in our personal fi nancial situations as 
well as our organizational situations. I haven’t met 
one personal money management expert to date who 
does not encourage people to establish an emergency 
fund. Why is this such an important step to fi nancial 
independence? Times of growth will become times 
of decline, and times of decline will become times of 
growth. My high school economics teacher drilled into 
our heads that there are only two things you need to 
know about economics: one, there is no such thing as 
a free lunch, and two, what goes up will come down.




