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Watch Your Language – Talking about money
Have you ever been told to watch your language?  Such a command may have been followed by the threat, “I’ll wash your mouth out with soap!”  Images of some poor child foaming at the mouth for uttering a vulgar word or two come to mind, but I’ve never actually witnessed the punishment meted out.  This article is not a Miss Manners column on what constitutes polite language, but an exploration into the sort of language that could be used when discussing financial support in a congregation.  Just as finding a helpful method and appropriate time to discuss finances with a congregation (see the May 2009 Equipping for ... Elders), finding the right words might be just as important.

In his book, Effective Church Finances (chapter 8), Kennon Callahan argues that financial communication to the congregation should be prepared from the perspective of the giver rather than from the perspective of the treasurer, Board of Managers, or Finance and Maintenance Committee.  This is because treasurers, and other financial people, are likely inclined to use technical terms.  They may refer to money received as receipts, revenues or income.
Callahan suggests something else.  He writes, “Help people to know by the words you use, the perspective you have, and the theology you hold that you are focusing on the congregation’s giving, not the finance committee’s income and receipts.”  
Callahan focuses on the congregation’s giving.  He calls financial targets “Giving Goals”.  He calls financial updates “Giving Reports”.  In a written report he would use a heading such as “Contributions this past month” or “Given this past month” instead of “receipts”.  In fact, Callahan strongly urges those in charge of finances to avoid words like “received” or “receipts” that put the emphasis on the board or committee that handles funds.  
For example, a treasurer might announce to the congregation, “The Board of Manager’s income goal for January was $5,000.  We are delighted to announce that we not only reached that goal but surpassed it, raising $5,500.  According to Callahan, that would be like a coach saying to the team, “I am happy to announce, as coach, that I won the game.”  Of course it would be much more effective if a treasurer announced something like, “Our giving goal for January was $5,000.  We are grateful that the congregation surpassed this target and gave $5,500 this month.  This is a caring and generous congregation.  Well done!”

Callahan adds, “An important point to note here:  people do not quit giving when we get ahead on our giving goal, but people do hold back in their giving when someone else takes credit for what they are doing.  All reports need to recognize the offerings are generously donated by the congregation.  The congregation needs to be thanked regularly for what they have done well.”
Callahan also recommends that money received from other sources, such as investments or GST rebates should be listed separately.  This recognizes and honours the stewardship of the people who financially support the ministry of Christ in a community of faith.  


Similarly, instead of referring to debits, expenses or disbursements, it might be more constructive to communicate money spent in terms of gifts invested.  A financial presentation might sound like, “This year we have invested $2,000 in the Christian Education of the children of our congregation, $3,000 in Christian Camping, $4,000 in the work of Presbyterian World Service and Development and so on.  This language conveys clearly that it is the congregation that is actively supporting and empowering ministry through gifts.

Whether or not a congregation refers to “giving goals” or how we “invest” the gifts of the congregation, it is important to communicate clearly where the offerings are being used and how they are fulfilling our discipleship by ministering to the needs of the congregation, the community in which the congregation is located, and the world beyond.  As often as possible, we ought to talk about the people who are helped by the money we give.  Pictures are worth a thousand words.  Congregations with PowerPoint capabilities can prepare wonderful presentations on the ministries being supported.  People tend to respond well when needs are known and positive differences are being made.  Or as Callahan puts it, “People give money to a winning cause, not a sinking ship.”


On the first day of every week, each of you is to put aside and save whatever extra you earn ... 





1 Corinthians 16:2 
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John Calvin: His Life & Legacy is an hour long documentary on the life and theological importance of John Calvin. The life of John Calvin is told amidst some stunning photography from Dordrecht and Geneva. World-renowned scholars and Reformed church leaders comment on Calvin’s effect on the church and the whole course of Western civilization.





This video is a good choice for a serious study group, a clergy group and theological students. 





Purchase this DVD from the Book Room ($35.00) or it may be borrowed from the Video Library for a handling fee of $6.00. 














Pat –Are you able insert image of Calvin here?








