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Synopsis
Because budgeting is intimately connected to our understanding of

“holistic” stewardship, it is important our churches know the term and put it
into use as they use a budget as a ministry tool. This section offers a brief
introduction to “holistic” stewardship as it is based on God’s gift of faith
and trust in Him. Without such a basis, church budgets often become ego-
centric and shortsighted, allowing the church to operate only on a survival or
maintenance level.

Sections of the older version of “What, Why and How of Budgeting”
are used because of their intrinsic value and because to change them only
means reinventing the wheel. The sections move from a church scene of
budgeting struggles to the realization stewardship is basically a church term
to the values we place on possessions and how they impact budgets, to nar-
rative budgets and accountability to the congregation. Exercises are inter-
spersed throughout the sections to help understand the process.

Introduction
J. David Schmidt in his book, “Choosing to Live,” paints this scene

about a long congregational budget meeting. It is growing late (close to 11
p.m.) on a weekday. Committee members are tired. For three hours, seven
people were hammering out a budget, trying to shape a plan for the next fis-
cal year. The last 30 minutes of the meeting were rough. Decisions came
easily to fund new Sunday-school furniture, a computer upgrade and paint-
ing the narthex. Adding a full-time associate on staff was more difficult.
Providing more funds for missions and service beyond the church walls was
a main problem. Through much rancor and anger, the question to reduce
funding for missions dominated the discussion. Some wanted to cut back by
5 percent. It sounded something like this:

“Just because their name is on our sign and constitution, does that mean
we always have to give them more each year?”

“I don’t see how we benefit. I swear they must run printing presses non-
stop. All we ever get from that place is a steady stream of propaganda.”

“And appeals.”
“We need this 5 percent to underwrite the new staff position.”
“But don’t we owe them something?”
“Look. We are supporting missionaries they don’t support.”
“They’ve got deep reserves. They don’t need our money this year.”
And the pastor remained silent.1

Sound familiar? Could this be your annual budget meeting? What does
this say about stewardship and how it impacts a church budget? What do we
mean by “holistic stewardship”? How do faith and trust impact a congrega-
tion’s plan to carry out Matthew 28? If the world doesn’t have a clue about
stewardship, are we in any better position to teach it? Take a look again at
the above scene and discuss the attitudes, values and behaviors of these peo-
ple. Apply it to your church.
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I. Stewardship without faith is an anomaly
If by anomaly we mean to say something is abnormal, inconsistent or

odd, then stewardship as understood by the ordinary person is an anomaly.
According to George Barna, “stewardship” is unknown to most Americans
and is a term seldom used. Likewise, “holistic stewardship” is even less
known and is not understood in many religious circles. “Mention the word
‘stewardship’ to most Americans and what comes to their minds? Frankly,
nothing; it is not a word most people know or use. However, it has become
a religious term used frequently by churches in relation to financial man-
agement.” 2

Herein lies a problem with many churches today. By defining steward-
ship only in terms of financial management, many churches limit their view
of ministry solely to what is allowed in the budget. Outreach then is limited
by the budget and income. In some cases, adding more people to get more
money to add more people drives not only stewardship, but also evangel-

ism. As Barna suggests, “Highly effective
churches use the term (stewardship) too, but
they apply it in a more global manner.

Stewardship is a big issue in these ministries,
but it is used to address more than wise alloca-

tion of money.” 3

“Holistic stewardship” is defined as
managing all of the resources entrusted
to us by God. We know God is the
Creator and Owner of everything. To us

He entrusts the responsibility to “have
dominion over the earth” (Gen. 1:28) and
“to work it and take care of it” (Gen. 2:15).

In the beginning people were content to let God
be God. All this changed when people sought ownership of everything.

From the beginning, God set His parameters for personal and corpo-
rate stewardship. This was not limited to personal finances and corporate
budgets. In Genesis, stewardship began with a relationship with God and
the values and assumptions resulting from this relationship. God expected
His people to behave like His creation and gave them every reason to trust
Him. Mankind valued this relationship and responded by following the
Lord’s directives. Accordingly, people behaved like people “made in the
image of God.” Stewardship takes its lead from this relational aura set by
God. Again, Barna sets the tone for stewardship when he writes, “The
underlying motivation is that stewardship is a behavior, but like any behav-
ior, it is driven by values and assumptions.” In our personal lives, and espe-
cially in the corporate life of the church, what we do in the realm of stew-
ardship will “include strengthening a stewardship mind-set into various
lessons taught within the church.” 4

In short, the concept and practice of stewardship is not something we
are born with; it is taught explicitly from God’s Word and accepted by
faith. When it becomes a part of our Christian walk, then we behave as
“wise managers.”
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Exercise
George Barna lists nine habits of highly effective churches. 5

Highly effective churches
• rely upon strategic leadership.
• are organized to facilitate highly effective ministry.
• emphasize developing significant relationships within the congregation.
• invest themselves in genuine worship.
• engage in strategic evangelism.
• get their people involved in systematic theological growth.
• utilize holistic stewardship practices.
• serve the needy people in their community.
• equip families to minister to themselves.

Measure your church in the light of these habits and discuss how your
church can move from struggling to highly effective. How does this impact
budgets and the budgeting process?

II. Budgets without faith and trust are valueless
“Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Luke 12:34).

In this passage Luke takes up the issue of values. Jesus points out the futili-
ty of living with unwarranted fear and worry over what happens to our
treasures. If we are possessed by our possessions, then worry, fear, doubt
and greed rush in to crowd out trust and confidence. Tomorrow will be fret-
ful; today confusing. What does this do to wise, sound planning? Jesus’
answer comes in Luke 12:31, “But seek first his kingdom and these things
will be given to you as well.”

Congregational budgeting reflects personal faith and trust in Christ.
Ronald J. Chewning concurs: “We can’t separate our finances from our
daily walk with Christ because financial decisions are spiritual decisions.
When our finances are under control, our Christian ministry has a better
chance to grow.” 6 If we apply this to congregational budgeting, the same
holds true for a church. “Financial chaos and uncertainty cause anxiety and
frustration that can lead to despair.” 7

As we budget we must ask what we value most as we lay out a road
map for the future. If our budgets are not a reflection of our trust in God,
then we will face unbalanced and egocentric budgets rather than Christ-
centered budgets.

For example, a guiding principle of the Lutheran Church Extension
Fund is: When planning to support any activity, ask, “Will what we do
make a difference?” and “Will it make a difference according to the Great
Commission of Matthew 28?” This type of vision places the greatest
emphasis on reaching out to the lost and needy. Consequently, every line
item in the church’s budget will address the question: “Will this make a dif-
ference?” and “Will it serve our Lord?”

Exercise
The following questions are adapted from Ray Bowman.8 We have

adapted them from a building program for a budget. Ask and discuss them
as part of your budgeting process. How does your budget:
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• attract new people to your church?
• inspire people to worship?
• inform and educate people about your church’s

priorities and mission?
• unify people around a clear mission?
• involve more people in the work of the church?
• make a statement about the importance of

reaching our community?
• help people take pride in their church?

How are members more motivated to reach out to others as a result of
this new budget?

Endnotes
1J. David Schmidt, “Choosing to Live” (Milwaukee, Wis.: CSA, 1996),
33-34.

2George Barna, “The Habits of Highly Effective Churches” (Ventura, Calif.:
Issachar Resources, 1998, 135.

3Barna, 135.

4Barna, 136.

5Barna, 16-17.

6Ronald J. Cheuning, “Becoming Money Wise” (St. Louis: CPH, 1998).

7Chewning.

8Ray Bowman, “When Not ot Build” (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1995),
13-14.
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What Is a Budget?
Exercise

Directions: On a scale of 1 (lowest) to 10 (highest), rank each of the
seven statements according to how closely it reflects your congregation’s
use of the budget:

A budget is:

—a tool/document that is: Not at All Very Close
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

—wonderful if used in the
proper ways;

—an appraisal of what our work
together will cost us;

—a distribution plan for funds
received (a guide for emptying
the treasury, not filling it);

—a report to the members on the
congregation’s stewardship of
spending (accountability);

—a spending guide and not a guide
for giving;

—an informational piece and not a
motivational tool to be used to
get people to give more (it’s not
a lever to pry money out of
people!); and

—a communication piece to show
members and others there has
been careful and businesslike
planning for Christian ministry.

B. A budget can be any one, several, or all of the following:

• A theological document that ought to reflect what we believe is important
from a theological perspective: missions, outreach, etc.

• A statement of purpose that ought to be a translation of our purpose for
existence into financial terms.

• A political document that reflects the resolutions of conflict.
• A box score that records the winners and losers and the achievements

of each.
• A diagram of expectations that tells where we are going in the future.
• A plan that puts price tags on our goals and strategies.
• A communication network that links boards and committees with one

another.
• A basis for evaluation that examines how we did and where we were

successful.
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• A precedent that establishes parameters for future programs and
allocations.

• An administrative instrument that serves as a basis for accountability and
as an instrument to control expenditures.

• A focus for alienation that may cause alienation for those disagreeing
with the various allocation of funds.

• A rallying point—especially if the focus of the budget shifts from dollars
to ministry.

• A secret when not shared with the members in creative ways.

Exercise
From the 13 possibilities listed, select six you would like the budget to

be in your congregation. Ask and answer: What can we do to improve the
effective use of our budget?

What Kind of Budget Do We Set?
A. Unified Budget. All ministry expenses are included in a single budget.
B. Balanced Budget.

C. Line-item Budget. Focus is on expenditure by recipient of the money.
D. Zero-based Budget. This is an approach to try if your primary focus in

the budget-setting process is precedent—what we did in the past—
instead of purpose.

E. Program Budget. (also called Ministry Action
Budget or Narrative Budget). Consider this type
of approach if the congregation does a poor job
communicating to the members what is going on,
and if there is a lack of clarity among members
about the purpose, goals and activities of the
church.

F. Percentage Budget. Consider this type of approach
if your focus is on ministry, not dollars. If you have
hassles over who gets what when it comes to dollar distribution, and if
you are strongly into encouraging proportionate giving at the individual
level.

G. Multi-year Budget. Consider moving to this type of budgeting and
communicating the challenges before the congregation in the years
ahead if you lack a future orientation to your ministry, and if you do
very little planning for the future.

H. The Ideal Approach. Incorporate elements of all kinds of budgets listed.
For example: A balanced budget is primarily a program budget spread
over three years (multi-year budget). It reflects budget work done from
a zero-based budget approach using predetermined percentages for
areas of ministry (percentage budget) for the major areas of ministry
reflected in the budget categories.

Exercise
Using the seven kinds of budgets described, discuss which ones are
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used by the people setting the budget in your congregation. Point “H”
describes an approach including aspects of five kinds of budgets. Discuss
what it would take to achieve that kind of budget. Outline your first, second
and third steps to accomplish this in the future (one to three years).

How and What Do We Communicate?
A. Desired Outcome

Apply this general rule whenever possible: The primary focus of any
communication (special mailings, newsletters, quarterly statements, etc.)
from the church to its members is the desired outcome of ministry, not the
means to an end.

Consequently, when it is necessary to communicate financial matters
to members, place emphasis on ministry and Gospel motivation. Relegate
to a secondary role the means to an end (example: members’ giving to
date).

B. Budget Information Meeting
Consider holding budget-information meetings before finalizing the

budget. Members do not make decisions on the budget at these meetings.
The goal is to provide members with information about the congregation’s
ministries reflected in the budget. In this way, people can make an
informed and responsible decision when the budget is adopted formally by
the voters. With this approach, focus is on ministry and opportunities in
addition to what ministries cost.

People are inclined to express themselves more openly and freely
when they are not pressured to make a decision on such an important mat-
ter. Furthermore, uninformed people (or people feeling left out of the
process) usually vote “no” for these reasons. Communicate well!
Communicate often! Provide opportunities for people to offer input!

C. Quarterly Financial Statements
Most congregations provide members with quarterly financial state-

ments reporting actual financial giving. Members need this data as proof of
their giving, if audited by the state or federal Internal Revenue Service.

Use this reporting as an opportunity to communicate more than family
giving history for the quarter. Insert a Gospel-centered message and thank
members for their financial support of the congregation’s ministries. Seize
the opportunity as motivation for giving.

D. Budget Fairs
Budgets are generally perceived as being boring. Have fun providing

budget information to the members. Conduct a budget fair.
In a budget fair, use your fellowship hall or gym to set up booths to

explain portions of the budget for next year. Members move from booth to
booth (led by a fair guide) and engage in a variety of activities. These
activities inform members about the budget for the next year. Some exam-
ples:

• As people enter the budget fair, give them an enlarged $100 bill. On the
reverse side is a brief description of how each $100 is spent based upon
the proposed budget.
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• Set up a booth with a corkboard with several pieces of paper pinned to it.
Each paper has a question about the areas of ministry reflected in the
budget. (Example: How many children do we reach each year through our
VBS program, for which we plan to allocate
funds in next year’s budget?) Have
each fair guide select three people from
the group to throw darts at the
corkboard. The questions the darts hit
are read and answered by the people
staffing that booth.

• After going through all the booths, the
participants gather in an area for
coffee and cookies, followed by a brief
worship service to celebrate the congre-
gation’s mission and ministry opportuni-
ties to be addressed in the coming year.

E. Reporting Giving—When and How
Have you ever taken a close look at how you report giving to your

members? What do you report? Where do you report it?
Many congregations report last week’s offerings along with a “Needed

Per Week” figure to meet the budget coupled with how far the congregation
is ahead or behind in the year’s budget. To put such data in the Sunday bul-
letin is not recommended. Why? It has a tendency to be negative (especial-
ly during the summer when attendance and offerings are down). Further-
more, it may send poor messages to visitors and prospective members.

A better place to report this information is in the monthly newsletter.
In this way, appropriate commentary can accompany the figures that inter-
prets the information. At the same time it avoids using this information to
motivate people to give more because “we are behind in income.” (That’s
Law; not Gospel. Such tactics foster giving to needs rather than giving
from blessings received from God.)

When reporting giving, people are deceived easily by reports that
divide the budget into 52 equal parts and then shows how we did last week
and where we stand year-to-date. Such reporting tends to be deceptive
because the money simply does not come in this way.

A more responsible way to report giving is to determine what percent-
age of the total budget generally comes in for each month (based on a five-
year study of income) and report the percentage of income received each
month.

Use the following process to determine this information:

• Record total income for each of the past five years.
• For each year, write in what percentage of that total was contributed in

each month.
• Now add the percentages for each month and divide that number by five

in order to get the five-year average. Write the averages in the last
column.

• Space permitting, another piece of information to share is to list how
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much money was spent for which ministries in the past week/month.
This communicates to people:

• the wide variety of ministries in which the church is involved
• how their dollars are being allocated
• any unusual, but often necessary, expenses

The congregation should include the basic operational expenses (utili-
ties, salaries, etc.) as well, so support is engendered for less “spectacular”
parts of the congregation’s expenses.

In the chart below, write the total amount given for each year on the top
line in the year’s corresponding column.

Year: Year: Year: 2000

In your newsletter, report the following information:

A) Our income for the month of was $ ___________.
This figure represents ____ percent of our total anticipated income for
this year.

B) Based on a five-year average, the month of _____________ brings in
contributions of _____ percent toward our budget.

C) Totals: Year-to-date $_____________ income
percent of total budget
percent is our five-year average

The amount of dollars differs from year to year. Consequently, this
method more accurately reflects the congregational income by figuring
and reporting percentages based upon past patterns and performance.

Always accompany giving statistics with a spiritual message from
the Word. The Word motivates; the statistics don’t. To present statistics in
giving without commentary and proper Biblical guidance can foster poor
stewardship practice and motivation.

Total $ Total $ Total $ Total $ Total $ Average

Jan. % Jan. % Jan. % Jan. % Jan. % Jan. %

Feb. % Feb. % Feb. % Feb. % Feb. % Feb. %

March % March % March % March % March % March %

April % April % April % April % April % April %

May % May % May % May % May % May %

June % June % June % June % June % June %

July % July % July % July % July % July %

Aug. % Aug ______% Aug % Aug % Aug % Aug %

Sept. % Sept. ______% Sept. % Sept. % Sept. % Sept. %

Oct. ______% Oct. ______% Oct. % Oct. ______% Oct. % Oct. %

Nov. % Nov. ______% Nov. % Nov. % Nov. % Nov. %

Dec. ______% Dec. ______% Dec. ______% Dec. ______% Dec. % Dec. %

Year:
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Developing a Narrative Budget
The following pages exhibit a sample narrative budget. This kind of

budget is different from a line-item budget in that it includes more than
numbers. A narrative budget includes:

• Your vision and/or mission statement.
• A brief description of the ministries under major ministry categories.
• A list of the goals this area of ministry plans to accomplish in the next

year (fiscal or calendar).

The focus of a narrative budget is to describe your ministries and what
you plan to accomplish with the financial resources of the congregation. A
narrative budget attempts to integrate several items: Mission statement,
visions, goals and financial allocations for ministries. The information pro-
vides justification for dollar requests and describes your plan for next year
and its cost.

Look over the example. Use it as a guide to develop a narrative budget
that meets your needs. For example, if you have a Christian school, create a
separate category for this ministry (i.e., Our Christian School Ministries).
The section “Our Staff Ministries” may be expanded beyond the illustration
provided if you have multiple staff.

Note the section for writing your goals for next year. The sample
includes an illustration of a mission statement and a vision statement.
These are illustrations only. Insert your congregation’s mission and vision
statements.

This calls for advance planning by boards and committees so vision
and mission statements and goals for each ministry category can be written
in appropriate spaces in the narrative budget. Failure to plan constitutes
poor stewardship.

Our Proposed Church Ministry Budget (An Example)

Our Vision
To present Christ in a contemporary, creative, credible and caring way

to all people in an environment where people from the community can
grow to their full potential in Christ.

Our Mission
Jesus called His disciples to “go and make disciples of all nations,

baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And
surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matt. 28:19-20).

At (name) Church of (place) our mission is:
To Know Him and to Make Him Known.
The ministries in this budget are planned
to help our church accomplish this mission.
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1. Our Mission and Evangelism Ministries
Jesus said, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea

and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). This calls for our
church to minister locally and around the world.

The district/Synod mission fund enables us to have a ministry in our
district area and to share in everything our church body does in more than
_______ countries throughout the world. District mission ministries keep
us aware of needs closer to home and provide a channel of participation in
meeting those needs with ______ other churches in the district.

Local mission and ministry opportunities include:

Goal for the next year:
To increase by 1.5 percent the amount of our total budget we give to dis-
trict and synodical missions.

(Insert additional goals for Mission and Evangelism Ministries here.)
(If you have a Director of Outreach Ministries, place this position here.)

1. Mission and Evangelism Ministries

Ministries Current Proposed

District/Synod % $ % $

Special Missions % $ % $

Evangelism % $ % $

Other % $ % $

Total % $ % $

2. Staff Ministries
Preaching and teaching the Word are also reasons why we exist.

Weekly Sunday messages, special worship services, and Sunday and week-
day Bible studies indicate our belief in the importance of preaching and
teaching God’s Word.

Administering the church’s life and work is an important part of staff
ministries. The church secretary helps keep records and maintains commu-
nication about events and concerns of our church. Pastoral care is reflected
in counseling with persons with special concerns, visiting members and
prospects, and ministering to persons in need.

Goals for the next year:
(Insert goals for staff ministries here.)
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2. Staff Ministries

Ministries Current Proposed

Pastor(s) % $ % $

Housing Allowance % $ % $

Travel
Reimbursement % $ % $

Medical/
Retirement Plans % $ % $

Secretary % $ % $

Supply Pastor % $ % $

Conferences/
Conventions % $ % $

Music Ministry % $ % $

Other % $ % $

Total % $ % $

3. Christian Education Ministries
We believe God’s Word teaches us to “make disciples” and “equip the

saints.” We provide teaching helps and study materials for everyone
involved in Christian education through our church. On a weekly average
this year, we taught_____ in Sunday school, ____ in Bible study and ____
in vacation Bible school. Our education organizations directly touched the
lives of ____ people. Our education ministries are worth more than they
cost us; we believe they are important as we fulfill our mission.

Goals for the next year:
(Insert goals for Christian education ministries here.)
(If you have a Director of Christian Education, place this position in this
section.)

3. Christian Education Ministries

Ministries Current Proposed

Sunday School % $ % $

Bible Study Classes % $ % $

Confirmation % $ % $

VBS % $ % $

Preschool % $ % $

Childcare % $ % $

Elementary School % $ % $

Other % $ % $

Youth Ministry % $ % $

Conferences/
Conventions % $ % $

Continued on next page
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Stewardship
Education % $ % $

Total % $ % $

4. Music Ministries
The psalmist said, “I will give thanks to the Lord

because of his righteousness and will sing
praise to the name of the Lord Most High”
(Ps. 7:17). Music helps us worship
God. We thank God for the talented
musicians who help us express our
love for and praise to God.

Goals for the next year:
(Insert goals for music ministries
here.) (If you have a Minister of
Music, place this position in this
section.)

4. Music Ministries

Ministries Current Proposed

Literature and
Supplies % $ % $

Special Activities % $ % $

Other % $ % $

Total % $ % $

5. Supportive Ministries
Some functions of our church are not usually identified as ministries,

but they are important to a church. Many of these activities complement
and support all our ministries. These supportive ministries help us commu-
nicate important information to church members and to the community,
provide support for recreational and special events, and fulfill other impor-
tant responsibilities.

Goals for the next year:
(Insert goals for supportive ministries here.)
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5. Supportive Ministries

Ministries Current Proposed

Publications % $ % $

Secretary % $ % $

Parish Nurse % $ % $

Medical/
Retirement Plans % $ % $

Insurance (Personal) % $ % $

Publicity % $ % $

Postage/Printing/
Office Supplies % $ % $

Church Media Library % $ % $

Telephone % $ % $

Computer Service
Provider % $ % $

Recreation % $ % $

Special Events % $ % $

Offering Envelopes % $ % $

Convention/
Conferences % $ % $

Reimbursement % $ % $

Social Security % $ % $

Floral Arrangements % $ % $

Total % $ % $

6. Building and Grounds Ministries
Having a place to worship, study, train and have fellowship is impor-

tant to our church. The care and maintenance of the grounds and church
building reflect the spiritual concern of a church. This is part of our
church’s stewardship. We want our facilities to reflect the glory of the One
for whom they were built.

Goals for the next year:
(Insert goals for building and grounds ministries here.)

6. Building and Grounds Ministries

Ministries Current Proposed

Custodian % $ % $

Utilities % $ % $

Insurance % $ % $

Continued on next page  
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Cleaning Supplies % $ % $

New Equipment % $ % $

Equipment Repairs % $ % $

Building Repair % $ % $

Debt Retirement % $ % $

Total % $ % $

7. Human Care Ministries
Concerning feeding the hungry, welcoming strangers, visiting the sick

and imprisoned, and clothing the naked, Jesus said, “Whatever you did for
one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me” (Matt. 25:40).
Human Care Ministry is a way our congregation ministers in Christ’s name
to those in need. These ministries help people and provide opportunity to
share Christ’s love in word and deed.

Goals for the next year:
(Insert goals for human care ministries here.)

7. Human Care Ministries

Ministries Current Proposed

Community
Projects % $ % $

Food Bank % $ % $

Clothing Bank % $ % $

Special
Projects (list) % $ % $

Total % $ % $

Total Cost for all Budgeted Ministries:

% Current Proposed

Mission 
and Evangelism % $ % $

Staff % $ % $

Christian Education    % $ % $

Music   % $ % $

Supportive     % $ % $

Buildings 
and Grounds     % $ % $

Human Care % $ % $

Total % $ % $
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