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    The Church Money Manual is a book unlike any I have ever written. Generally my writing style is to sit down and just write. I go at it frantically day and night for several weeks, roll it all together, and send it to the editor to finalize, bind, and put on shelves. This book came together over a period of years. Some pieces were written over a few days and then nothing would be written for months. I just wrote as I felt a need to communicate something important about finances to the churches I serve. The vast majority of these articles were initially mailed out as newsletter articles to several thousand subscribers who asked Horizons Stewardship, the company I founded, to send it to them. Then we graduated to blog posts on our website.


    Regardless of how the articles were distributed, they were practically all done in response to something that had happened to me in the course of speaking to or working with churches. As I heard the question or experienced the issue, it would occur to me that many others might profit from hearing how I responded. So I would return to the office and write about it in a short, to-the-point kind of format. There is very little research data quoted here and only a couple of instances do I reference a book or speaker for an opinion. These pieces are, in most instances, just my answers or ideas on particular issues that I have experienced.


    This is real stuff. In these pages you will find comments on debt and the evil that it can be for way too many churches. I’ll explore what happens when pastors don’t know who the church’s donors are and why running around saying that the church is about to die will only expedite said death. You will see pages on why people give and my experiences of what happens when a church ignores those realities. There are stories about capital campaigns, annual campaigns, and planned giving efforts. What does a new pastor do first and second and third upon arriving at a congregation? We’ll discuss ways churches can use Easter and Christmas Eve services more effectively, boosting the power and significance of those offering. We’ll even examine how to respond to a member who threatens to withhold money from the church unless his or her particular agenda is served or some particular action is taken. The aim here is to cover a wide range of subjects related to money in the church. You may find it quite useful to share particular chapters with members of your leadership team. If you’re having trouble shifting a congregant’s mind on an issue, maybe I can help. There are no pretend articles in here. Just real stuff!


    One preface is necessary. I frequently mention conversations with pastors and tell about something a pastor said or did, and then tell about how I offered a correction. As I read over these articles I am struck by how it appears I am always critical of pastors, always correcting them! Nothing could be further from the truth. I have and always will have enormous admiration for the men and women who serve as spiritual leaders in the 300,000 plus churches in America and many more around the world. Their job is nearly impossible, and yet they keep at it day after day after day. Most of these articles were inspired by a mistake or an issue that was shared with me by the pastor. Since I most often work directly with pastors, it is their stories of both triumph and failure that I draw from here. I have worked with thousands of pastors, and what you will see here is the experiences of only a dozen or so whose stories I believe are instructive for all.


    The Church Money Manual, then, is an attempt to help pastors quickly solve some of the common problems that tend to entangle, frustrate, and drain the ministries of the church. It is meant to be accessible, easy to use, and a resource to which you will turn again and again, depending on the situation you face. Ultimately, this book is designed to help you be more effective in your most important work. I think about the pastor who sat up late into the night trying to make the ending of his sermon tie effectively with his introduction because he so fervently believed his people needed to hear it. Or the pastor who left the family dinner table on a holiday because she was notified of another family who was experiencing crisis at the hospital. Or the pastor who stayed on her knees for over an hour with a young couple as their newborn moved ever closer to his last breath. And I think of the pastor who at age ninety-one heard the confession of one of America’s top business leaders and then climbed out of his own nursing home bed to baptize the man into new life. This is what pastors do every day, and I am awed and humbled by it. God bless you, servants of the church. I hope this book and all books I write will keep you in the fight to bring our world to Christ.


    There is an online appendix to this book that includes samples of resources mentioned in the text. See page 89 for instructions on how to access the online materials.
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    It Is Not the Economy, Stupid!


    In one of Bill Clinton’s campaigns, the expression, “It is the economy, stupid!” became very popular. Persons were saying that the reason they would vote a certain way had everything to do with their feelings about the economy. In the last five years, we have certainly heard a number of persons in churches say that their decision about giving would have everything to do with their feelings about the economy. At Horizons, we had to adjust a number of strategies in response to these feelings, which were almost totally negative. For the first time in five years, however, the latest surveys are telling us that the economy is no longer a worry for donors!


    In an article printed in the September 26, 2013, issue of The Chronicle of Philanthropy, research done by Cygnus Applied Research is cited showing that, in 2009, nearly 60 percent of all donors said they would give less because of the economy. Today that figure is 17 percent.1 This is certainly good news for all of us who count on donations to fund our mission, but the effects of the recession will be long lasting and in many ways should change the way we do fund-raising in the church and in nonprofits. Below are some of the findings of Cygnus regarding how persons have changed in respect to how they give:


    75 Percent Now Want to Know Results


    Donors now want to make sure their gifts, precious as they are, are getting results! Specifically they say they want to hear from those who have been served, not from paid staff or fund-raisers. They want as intimate a connection to the end product of the donation as they can get. For those of us in the church, this says that donations are more likely to come when donors hear testimony first hand on how the lives of recipients of the church’s work have been changed or affected. This part of the study went on to say that donors, now more than ever, want measurable results. How many baptisms, professions of faith, persons in worship, outreach extended? Donors want to measure their impact!


    Prompt Thank-You Letters Matter More


    We have always known the value of a personal thank-you, and most nonprofits do this fairly well, while most churches do a dismal job. Regardless, 30 percent of those surveyed said that being thanked personally and promptly now matters much more to them than before. This gets back to the point that donors are now much more sensitive with their gifts than before and being appreciated carries more weight. What have you done lately to personally thank your donors?


    Young Donors Want to Be Courted


    The survey found that young donors are increasing their gifts at a very rapid rate and are experiencing, some for the first time, real income growth. They are trying to make first-time giving decisions yet feel they are being ignored by institutions. They want help in learning about the institution and mission, and they want to be invited to be involved. Many of them even have major gifts to give but are being overlooked. What sort of Christian financial education are you doing? Have you thought of having a “young adults only” session of questions and answers from church leaders?


    


    I am delighted that many persons can see the light at the end of the tunnel from our most recent financial crisis. However, we must learn from this as we move forward. Let’s look at a couple of other developments.


    IRA Charitable Rollover


    The IRA Charitable Rollover, first enacted by Congress in 2006, expired in 2009 and was later reinstated. If the Rollover is in place when you are reading this, (check online or ask a tax accountant, if you’re not sure) it is something you should know about and act on. Pastors and finance committees should inform their eligible members of this option because it has gotten very little publicity.


    This provision allows individuals aged seventy and a half and older to donate up to $100,000 from their Individual Retirement Accounts (IRAs) to charities without having to count the distributions as taxable income.


    Millions of dollars have been given this way by persons who had excess IRA monies. Previously, persons who withdrew these funds for gifts would be penalized by having the money taxed as ordinary income. As in the past, these funds must be directly transferred to the charity, but a donor’s IRA administrator and tax advisor will be well aware of how to make that happen.


    Pastors, please see that this word is distributed to your congregations. This opens a lot of doors for many of your people to make a year-end gift.


    Many persons are rightly concerned about how their cash flow will get them through retirement and, for a few years into that period of life, are reluctant to give substantially. However, once solidly in, a number of them see that they have much more latitude than they realized. Many even see that they have tax issues they didn’t have before. Informing seniors of this provision can be a win-win for everyone.


    Check with a good CPA or financial advisor and be certain this allowance is still in effect and then get the information to your members who are seventy and over in a clear, understandable way.


    Good News: Giving Is Up! (but Not for the Church)


    Giving USA, the leading authority on charitable giving, released its findings for 2011. Giving as a whole rose by roughly 4 percent to $298 billion. This is about a 1 percent increase when inflation is factored in. Giving was particularly strong from individuals with bequest giving up by over 12 percent. Giving to health, education, human services, arts, international affairs, environment, and animal organizations were all up. Giving to religion decreased by nearly 2 percent and is now down to 32 percent of all giving, its lowest level on record.2


    The authors of the study wrote, “These [individual giving] increases are encouraging signs of two things: that Americans are feeling better about their personal financial situations . . . allowing them to continue and even increase their donation levels and that they feel philanthropy remains a core value worthy of support.”3 But what does it say about their feelings regarding the church?


    I am not at all surprised that giving increased in 2011. I heard from many donors that they were in much better condition to give that year and had a renewed confidence in what the future would bring. As they chose to give again, or chose to give more, in many instances, they made a decision to leave religion, and specifically the church, out of the equation.


    It is interesting that gifts to international charities rose by almost 8 percent.
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