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I’m going to talk about money today and you are going to like it. J 

This is the 4th message in my Five E series, “What Does Success Look Like for FBC Decatur.” 
The first three E’s have been Excellent Worship, Energetic Pastoral Care, and Embracing 
Decatur. Today, our 4th E: Economic Sustainability with Christian Values. This will be another 
message that combines some big picture thinking about where our church is with some down-
home preachin’ about money, stuff, and following Jesus.  

My outline today:  

I. Weird Facts about How Churches Get Their Money 

II. Not so Weird but Expensive Things That FBCD Needs to Spend Money On 

III. Weird Facts & Biblical Principles about Money and the Christian Life 

So: 

I. Weird Facts about How Churches Get Their Money 

I am a member of the Society of Christian Ethics, the professional association for people who 
teach ethics. If you don’t pay dues, you can’t be a member of the SCE. If you are not a member, 
you cannot present a paper at the annual SCE meeting or enjoy any other member benefits. There 
are many such membership organizations, in which there is no participation without dues-paying 
membership.  

Most churches, including ours, do not function that way. You can be a member without giving 
a penny. In terms of membership organizations, that’s a weird fact.  

More: In the SCE, not only do you have to pay dues, your dues are calibrated based on how 
much money you make every year. You literally fill out a dues form once a year, in which you 
are required to report your annual income. Dues are assessed on a sharply graduated basis 
according to your income. Of course, this requires that the people who teach Christian morality 
all around the nation tell the truth about how much money they make…But it seems to work.  

Most churches, including ours, do not function that way. You can be a member without giving 
in proportion to your income. We could have people who make $500,000 giving less than 
people who make $5000. That’s a weird fact. But it’s true.  



In the Mormon Church, all members are assessed a tithe. They report their annual income, 
and then a tithe is assessed. You can’t be a member in good standing unless you pay your 
assessed tithe. Our church would never consider either asking for an income report or assessing a 
tithe.  

But the Mormons are not the only religious community that simply assesses member dues. It is 
the historic practice in the American Jewish tradition as well. Reading up on this, I discovered 
that the average US synagogue charges dues per member family based on an analysis of the 
actual cost to run the synagogue. The average for synagogues, by the way, is $2400 per year 
per family or giving unit. That’s not far off from our costs here, according to my calculations.  

But that’s not what we do.  

What we do is very Baptist. We rely entirely on the free decisions of our members.  

Whether to give.  

What percentage of income to give.  

How much to give.  

Many thousands of churches have functioned very well on this paradigm for many hundreds of 
years, with the tithing principle the most commonly taught. By the way, in case anyone is 
wondering, Jeanie and I tithe, in the first checks written each month.  

But a totally voluntary system does introduce an inevitable problem. It’s called the free rider 
syndrome, and it’s discussed in most articles about this subject.  

The free rider problem is what happens when a benefit that people value is available to them 
at no cost. If we don’t have to give to enjoy the benefit, we might choose not to give. This is, for 
example, why public radio has to do all those irritating fundraising campaigns. Anybody can 
listen to NPR, but no one has to pay anything for it, which is a recipe for the free rider problem.  

Churches face the very delicate task of figuring out how to very gently say to attenders and 
members that being a free rider in church life is not ok. Everybody who participates in the life of 
the faith community, believes in its mission, and enjoys its benefits should contribute something 
to its support. I don’t know why it’s so hard for us to say that. Every other organization does.  

In biblical times temple authorities assessed taxes to support the temple. Here is our temple, but 
we temple authorities do not assess taxes.  

In Christian Europe, the state assessed taxes to support the state church. This is free America, 
and churches are on their own.  

In many other faith traditions today, an internal member tax or fee or dues structure is 
established. But as I have said, in Baptist churches, we do not tax or assess.  

We ask people to invest in the church because they believe in and benefit from the mission of 
the church. In this season of our church’s life especially, we are asking everyone to consider 
what their financial commitment, or recommitment, or investment, will be. And we are 



audaciously depending on the same fully voluntary, heartfelt giving commitment that has 
sustained this congregation for over 150 years. Will we meet the challenge?  

II. Not so Weird but Expensive Things That FBCD Needs to Spend Money On 

As you think about your financial commitment to FBCD, you might think about three categories 
of things that your giving is paying for:  

• the $1.3 million annual budget (called MAP, or Ministry Action Plan) for 2017;  
• the $450,000 debt that we must repay to the bank by March 2019;  
• the over $1 million in urgent capital projects which include repairs to our roof, parking 

lot, and organ.  
 

Over these weeks I have tried to paint the picture of the many wonderful ministries and outreach 
efforts that take place on our campus every day. I have tried to say very honestly that all of this 
good work costs money, for the ministers, the ministries, and the spaces in which we minister.  

So how are we doing? Our wonderful finance chair Ronnie Jowers has given me the following 
briefing about our financial situation. I condense it a bit and give it to you, with his permission:  

1. “We have had 5 years of declining giving ($1.35 million in 2011, will be under $1.2 million 
this year) which has led to our having fewer staff, especially fewer full time staff, smaller 
budgets for missions, and bare minimum budgets for the ministerial staff's programs. With the 
fixed costs of utilities, insurance, leases, general maintenance, etc. this leaves way too little for 
the ministerial aspects of our budget.  I pray for an uptick in our giving.”  

Pastor’s note: For next year, we have budgeted $194,000 for repairs and maintenance, $182,000 
for utilities, $64,000 for insurance, and $20,000 in interest on our loan. That’s $460,000, or $766 
per active member of FBCD, before we pay a single staff person.  

Our staff consists of roughly a dozen people, not counting First School and First Camp workers 
who are paid out of the revenues of those programs. These dozen staff are almost entirely part 
time workers but usually work way more hours than that. Costs for salary and fringe benefits for 
this staff now amounts to $665,000, half of our overall budget. Having seen the salary figures I 
can assure you that no one is overpaid. Currently we are only able to give just under $20,000 for 
missions, a figure all of us would dearly like to be able to increase.  
 
2. “After roughly 2 decades of ignoring the church's facilities…we were able to put more into 
maintaining the church.  However, because of the decreased giving, while we budgeted more for 
the facility upkeep than in years past, it was not nearly enough.  Some of our problems were so 
bad, especially the damaged sanctuary windows, that we supplemented the increased facilities 
budget with the debt that currently stands at roughly $450,000 (a $600,000 line of credit).” 
 
3.  “We have heard very rough estimates for the roof replacement, the parking lot repairs, and the 
organ that… are well over $1.0 million. This cost does not include 'cosmetic' costs that I think 
we really need to address such as carpet in the main entrance, major painting in hallways, 
stairways, and so on.” 



 
4.  “Our cash balances are better but we still need to have at least another $50,000 in our rainy 
day fund.” 

We are not the first “big steeple” church to face the significant financial challenges that our 
church faces. But it does none of us any good to pretend that economic sustainability is going to 
happen without serious effort on our part. How are we going to meet a $1.3 million operating 
budget, a $450,000 debt due rather soon, and over $1 million in major capital expenses coming 
over the near horizon?  

In my view, here’s how we do it:  

--By voluntarily eliminating free ridership. Everyone commits, everyone invests.  

--By proportionate giving. Those who can give more, giving more. As Jesus said in our text 
from Luke this morning: “From everyone to whom much has been given, much will be 
required.” G 

--By receiving reasonable return on the use of our facilities as a rental space by others, which 
in 2016 brought in over $120,000 and which we hope will rise significantly in 2017 and beyond.  

--By thinking creatively about other ways to bring income to our budget beyond member 
offerings.  

--And by growing in membership again, for every reason, one of which being so that there are 
more of us to carry the load.  

Now there are some church folk who don’t like talk about buildings or about money.  

They think, “God will provide.” Yes, God will provide -- through the investments of a 
committed covenant community, multiplied in that mystery loaves and fishes way Christ cares 
for us. We have to do our part.  

Or they think, “We don’t want to be one of those churches that asks for money all the time.” We 
won’t be. But once a year, straight talk is necessary.  

Or they think, “Why do we even need a building, Christ’s church is the people.” Yes, Christ’s 
church is the people, but for now this particular community of Christian people does its ministry 
in this location right here at Clairemont and Commerce.   

It is certainly possible to have different models of ministry – street ministry, itinerant ministry, 
living room ministry, coffee shop ministry. I know we have members who do many of these 
things. But there is also such a thing as the local church, and the ground on which it sits, and the 
ministry that is done there.  

For many members of this church, this property and these buildings are a treasured legacy. Like 
in the parable of the steward in Luke 12, they (we) feel that this space has been passed to us from 
Christ through our forebears. It is this generation’s obligation to be good stewards of what 



previous generations have sacrificed and given to build. “From the one to whom much has been 
entrusted, even more will be demanded.”  

So here we stand. Now we must resource this congregation and its home base for the next 
generation.  

III. Weird Facts About Money and the Christian Life 

Let me close by doing a little more biblical teaching about money, stuff, and discipleship.  

Money is weird. Our relationship with money is weird. Complicated. Confusing. Deceptive. 
Paradoxical.  

Take a text like Proverbs 11:24-25:  

Some give freely, yet grow all the richer; 
    others withhold what is due, and only suffer want. 
A generous person will be enriched, 
    and one who gives water will get water. 

This is kind of weird. But many have seen it. It is natural to think that if money is scarce, the best 
thing to do is hold onto it. Yet this text says that some give freely and find themselves being 
blessed by surprising abundance. Without making a proverbial observation into a magic promise, 
many among us can attest to having had such an experience. Call it the Bounce-Back-Generosity 
Principle, or something like that.  

And it may be related to the Faithfulness Principle that Jesus teaches in Luke 16:10: “Whoever 
is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much.” In context, Jesus seems to be saying, earthly 
riches are not nearly as important as spiritual riches. But if you are faithful in the one, it is 
preparation for faithfulness in the other. So we work on discipleship with money in part so we 
can become better disciples in relation to bigger things like our relationships with other people 
and ultimately our eternal relationship with Christ.  

Then there’s how Jesus teaches that money and possessions are deceptive, because they 
constantly tempt us to think that stuff is more important than it is or that we are more important 
if we have lots of cool Stuff. The best way to deal with the Weird Fact that Stuff is Deceptively 
Attractive is to practice giving money away. That is clearly the lesson Jesus intends to teach in 
the parable of the Rich Fool in Luke 12:13-21. The rich guy is a fool because what he wants to 
do with his bumper crop is to keep it for himself instead of giving it to others who need it more.  

I might add to this the Weird Fact of the Infinite Elasticity of What We Think We Need. Once 
we get beyond the basics of food, shelter, and clothing, out into the great American middle class 
and beyond, we notice that what people understand to be their “needs” can become almost 
infinitely elastic. I need not just a house but this kind of house, not just clothes but these kinds of 
clothes, not just a car but this kind of car, not just time off but this kind of vacation. As our tastes 
refine our costs increase. I see it in myself. It’s something to watch out for. And it leads to this 
last important teaching of Jesus:  



The Heart-Treasure Investment Spiral. Jesus said “Where your treasure is, there your heart will 
be also.” We invest in what we treasure; and we treasure what we invest in, in a kind of spiral. 
So what are we investing in? And is it a worthy place for our heart to be?  

The question of this moment is how deeply, then, do we treasure this church and its ministries? 
We all face it as we prepare to fill out those pledge cards for 2017.  

But it is a broader question that Christians face existentially as we assume control of the finances 
of an adult life and decide where our treasure, and our heart, will be found. This too is a journey, 
part of the journey of discipleship. And it’s a very difficult part of that journey.  

So just think. First Baptist Church Decatur, by calling for generous and aggressive giving, is 
helping each of us make progress on our discipleship in relation to the weird issue of Money and 
Stuff.  

You’re welcome.  

And thank you.  

May God help us build economic sustainability with Christian values. May we be good 
stewards and pass forward in good shape to the next generation what was passed on to us. May 
our discipleship, our following of Jesus, extend even to our money and our stuff.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


