Four Keys to Exploring Giving

This is an edited version of a talk Bishop Steven gave at St. Mary’s Bramhall Lane on 23rd January at the launch of Giving for Life in the Diocese.  There is an accompanying PowerPoint presentation on the Diocesan Website.  
We’re addressing the vital subject of Christian giving   

Giving is a vital part of our discipleship:  the way we live out our Christian lives.  Giving is a vital part of the life of every local church.  Giving is a vital part of the life of our diocese.  

We’re here to launch Giving for Life.  In my view, Giving for Life is absolutely the best resource on giving and Christian stewardship the Church of England has ever produced.  

If Giving for Life is implemented properly in every parish in the diocese and people respond, then we would be a long way towards realising our vision as a diocese.  

This is the vision statement we adopted in November:  

The Diocese of Sheffield is called to grow a sustainable network of Christ-like, lively and diverse Christian communities in every place which are effective in making disciples and in seeking to transform our society and God’s world.
As a diocese under God we are seeking to grow in a way that is sustainable: that has a lot to do with our giving.

We are seeking to grow more Christ like: that means more generous.

We are seeking to grow the number of churches and the number of disciples: that has implications for our resources.

We are seeking to grow the quality of our discipleship: that means our giving and depth of commitment

We are seeking to grow the impact of the church on our community: that means we need to be generous and well resourced.

The work we are doing this morning and the work you will do this year in parishes is the absolute foundation stone of realising this vision.  

It also might feel at times something like a Mission Impossible.  
We have a real challenge on our hands.  We are living in difficult economic times.  We are living in communities which know the meaning of the term “value for money”.  

When I worked in Halifax I learned the meaning of the phrase the last part of a Yorkshireman to be converted is his wallet.  

When people outside the diocese ask me how our finances are I say there are three things which mark the finances of the church in Sheffield.  

The first is that we serve one of the poorest communities in the country in economic terms.  The second is that we have very limited historic resources. The third is that Sheffield is the most generous diocese in the Church of England.  

The fact that we are the most generous diocese is due to the grace of God and the prayers and generosity of his people and the work of those who have gone before us.  

So here are four Keys we might use in this very difficult task of talking well about Christian giving.

Key 1:  Talk about God’s giving

Question 1 for discussion.  Which answer would you give:

We need to think about giving because

· The diocese is running out of funds

· Its been a very cold winter

· God has given so much for us.

The answer is of course the third of these.  

The absolute key to talking about money and giving in the life of the church is to talk about what God has done for us.  The absolute key to most things in the life of the church is to talk about what God has done for us. 

Christians use the word grace to talk about God’s gifts, to remember all that God has done.

God’s work in creation; the gift of life; the gift of community; the gift of Jesus Christ; being able to know God; to share in Christian fellowship; the gift of the Holy Spirit shaping our lives; the privilege of Christian community.  

We still use David’s great prayer from the Old Testament in our worship:
“For all things come from you and of your own have we given you”
.  

We give because God has given to us.  We give in response to all that God has given us.    

There is a wonderful prayer locked up in the Prayer Book and translated into Common Worship which we too rarely use.  It’s called the General Thanksgiving.  

It is an amazing rehearsal of God’s goodness.  Let me read it to you:  

Almighty God, Father of all mercies

We your unworthy servants give you most humble and hearty thanks

For all your goodness and loving kindness 

We bless you for our creation, preservation and all the blessings of this life

But above all for your immeasurable love

In the redemption of the world by our Lord Jesus Christ

For the means of grace and for the hope of glory

And give us we pray such a sense of all your mercies 

That our hearts may be unfeignedly thankful

And that we show forth your praise not only with our lips but in our lives

By giving up ourselves to your service

And by walking before you in holiness and righteousness all our days

Through Jesus Christ our Lord

To whom with you and the Holy Spirit be all honour and glory for ever and ever

Amen
.

The English poet John Donne wrote this:

O thou who has given so much to me

Give one thing more, a thankful heart.  

We love because God has first loved us.  
We give because God has given to us.  

The first key to talking about giving is to talk about God’s giving over and over and over again.  

The letter to the Romans is the longest letter in the New Testament.  It is fascinating to reflect on the proportions in the letter.  There are 16 chapters.  

The first 12 chapters – three quarters of the letter – are all about what God has done for us.  

The final four chapters are about what we might do for God.  The whole letter turns on this verse in 12.1:
“I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship”.  

We respond to God’s immeasurable grace.

The proportions in Romans are not a bad guide for teaching and preaching in churches.  Three quarters of the time we need to be talking about what God has done for us.  One quarter of the time we need to be talking about what we might do for God.  Often we get that the wrong way round.

All kinds of church notices are based on making people feel guilty and not based on grace.  Ann and I have been part of churches in the past which seemed to specialise in this.  

“Someone left the lights on in the Church Hall last week.  Please don’t do it again”.

“We have had no volunteers for the Sunday School so it might have to close”.  

“We are not leaving the church today until enough people have agreed to deliver the Christmas cards round the parish”.  

The place to begin is grace.  

Key 2:  Talk about God’s vision

Here is Question 2 for discussion.  How would you answer?
We need to talk about giving so that:

· We keep our church going a bit longer
· We can grow and build God’s kingdom here
· We won’t have to do so much fund raising 
We know that God is generous and therefore we need to be generous.  But we also need to know what we are giving money for.  We need to know it is well managed and not wasted.  We also need to know that we are achieving something by our giving.  

We need clear vision.  We need to explore together God’s vision for human life; God’s vision for our communities; God’s vision for the church.

That’s why it’s vital for us to have a vision together as a diocese.  I believe a sense of purpose and clear vision will be absolutely key in encouraging parishes to pay their parish share.  Good ways of saying thank you and good ways of communicating vision are vital.  

It is exactly the same in parishes.  Do you have a vision for mission in the local church?  What are you asking people to give to and for?  Does that need to be refreshed and made clearer?  

What difference do you think people’s giving will make?  

It has been demonstrated over and over again that big vision draws out resources from God’s people more effectively than standing still or marking time.  The Giving for Life booklet addresses that question honestly and clearly and will challenge PCC’s to really work on their vision and goals for the year.  That’s a good thing.  

The third key is connected with that.  

Key 3:  Prayer.

This is a spiritual matter.  We are talking about changing people’s lives; about God’s provision for our work. Therefore we need to pray about this earnestly and regularly; individually and together.  

I’ve seen some amazing things happen in terms of giving in the different places I have been.  They have all been connected with prayer.  Prayer and faith can move mountains.  

Many of us will be able to tell stories about God’s provision.  Here is one of mine.  

When I first became a vicar 20 years ago the thing I dreaded most was going to a church and discovering a serious problem with the building.  Sure enough six months in, someone pointed out to me a small mushroom like growth on one of the main roof beams.  Rentokil were called.  They put up an enormous scaffold.  Three times in one day they came across to the vicarage to tell me it was getting worse. There was dry rot in half the chancel roof.
The repair bill was £10,000, which was an enormous amount of money in 1987 in a very poor  parish.  We were already £10,000 in debt.  The PCC discussed the matter and had more faith than I did.  They agreed to set aside a day to pray and lay the matter before God and to ask people to give.  

We had a day of prayer divided into 12 hours.  People came to pray and to give throughout the day.  In the 11th hour someone stood up to give a word he believed was from the Lord that when the money was counted it would total £17,300.  There would still be space for others to give and to join in and the total would be reached by the end of the year.

The congregation gave what they could on the Sunday morning and on the Sunday evening.  During the Sunday evening service the treasurer counted the total and handed me a piece of paper to announce all that had been given: £17,292.  The rest came in by the end of the year.  The level of faith and of regular giving went up very significantly in that congregation.  We had prayed and the Lord had provided.  

To see the giving increase in your parish you will need to see prayer increase.

To see giving increase across the diocese we will need to see prayer increase.  

We are setting aside as a diocese ten days for prayer between Ascension Day and Pentecost and encouraging parishes and deaneries to pray.  We need a surge in local giving.  We need a surge in our total collection rate for Parish Share from around 90% to around 95%+ as the norm.  We need to see that average giving per person to rise from 4.5% of income (already the highest in the country) to 5%.  That means we need to pray.  

There will be resources provided and ideas given on how to pray.  But you may want to be preparing for that now.  

Key 4:  Giving is good for us
Here is the final question for you to think about

Is God concerned about
· The amount we give
· The way we use all our resources
· Creating generous people 
The answer is of course all three.  But most of all he is concerned with creating generous people.  

That cuts against the grain of our society.  Have a look at this spoof television commercial for a church called Me Church.  It is one of a series of adverts for Me Church on You Tube.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lAg1rRbxrGY
(if this link doesn’t work then go to You Tube and search for Me Church).

The clip is a light hearted warning about the dangers for the church in a consumer society.  
God’s goal is not consumers of religious services.  God’s goal is Christlike people in Christlike communities.  

As God is generous, so Jesus is generous.  As Jesus is generous so we are called to be and to make generous disciples.  

I hope and pray every church in the diocese will make great use of Giving for Life.  

Here are four keys in terms of our teaching about giving:

1. Talk about God’s giving
2. Talk about God’s vision
3. Pray
4. Giving is good for us
I commend this booklet to you and thank you for all you will do this year to encourage Giving for Life.  

+Steven Sheffield

� 1 Chronicles 29.14


� Common Worship Daily Prayer p. 405





7

