Vicars Bulletin (10) November 2009
At our last PCC we had to face the reality that we are running at a loss. We knew this was going to be a tough year so we have kept our spending to be less than last year so why do we not have enough funds. Very simply because our Gift Aid giving has dropped by well over £1,000 a month. this is the giving where we can also get tax back so it equates to closer to a decrease of £1,500. On the one hand I am not surprised. Quite a few people in our congregations have been hit hard in this economic crunch. People have lost their jobs or seen their wage decrease significantly or seen the income from savings almost disappear. So not surprisingly our giving has gone down. 
The difficulty is that it can’t stay down, not without us making dangerous cuts in what we are doing. So this is going to be an uncomfortable read both for me writing it but also for each one of us reading it. But part of being family, being the body of Christ is that sometimes we have to tackle the tricky subjects as well as the nice ones. I want to consider two questions today very briefly
Why should I or you give to the church?

How much should we give to the church?

And then wrap it all up in a way forward.

Firstly the why?

This is probably the easiest question to answer. It is NOT to pay the bills. When I said this in church we had to give the Treasurer oxygen! If that is why you give to St Michaels then thanks but I want to challenge you. Just because we have a shortfall does not mean that you should give more. I have done the figures simply to get your attention. The fundamental reason we give is because God has given and keeps on giving. As we read through the Bible we see God time and time again giving to his people, both individuals and groups. But then ultimately in Jesus we see the ultimately gift:

The most quoted verse in the Bible John 3:16

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son

God loves us, God loves you, God loves me and because of that love he gave us Jesus. Even knowing that we would crucify him, God still gave. The cross is the sign of God’s love for us. And then our response to that is summed up in the great hymn

 When I survey the wondrous cross 
Where at the end it says – love so amazing, so divine,

demands my soul, my life, my all.

One commentator on the hymn writes:
The person contemplating this wondrous cross can only express their awe. This sacrifice is infinite, it cannot be matched, not even by the whole universe. In exchange we cannot give anything we can only give ourselves, all of ourselves. Anyone who contemplates the cross can no longer contemplate them self, anyone contemplating the cross must needs come to the same conclusion as the person who wrote the hymn, we no longer belong to ourselves but to the one who sacrificed himself for us: "love so amazing, so divine, demands my soul, my life, my all". The mystery of that love, the depth of that love, the infinite value of that love stuns us, it is beyond our understanding as the repetition of the word "so" reveals: "love so amazing, so divine".

That is our starting point but also our destination as it answers not only the why but the how much as well. Numerous books have been written on this topic and various formulas come up with. 
The church of England has set a target of 5% and Birmingham Diocese have backed it in one of the Diocesan Goals when it says - Goal 3: To encourage an increasing number of worshipping Christians to take tithing seriously, and to give at least 5% of their income to the local church. 
In other words 5p in every pound we receive they are suggesting we give to the church – we won’t go into whether that is gross or net income, that is for another time. 
They also mention in that Goal another target of tithing. This is going back to the scriptural idea that a tenth of one’s income was given to the priests and it was used in a variety of ways to help worship, the poor, the priests and so on. Certainly this idea of 10% was seen as important in the last part of the last century and so preachers regularly encouraged people to give 10%. In more recent times this has become less fashionable for two reasons I think. Firstly it was felt to be too hard and secondly it was felt to be too soft. For some when they have a large mortgage and rising fuel bills then there is not much left when the crucial bills have been paid. But then for others who have a quite a bit of disposal income the 10% isn’t that difficult and they barely notice it. Which brings me to what I think is the real target – sacrificial. This is what I see in Jesus’ actions and teachings – did you know he talked about money and possessions more than any other subject and when he did it was inevitably about challenging us about our attitudes towards money and possessions. So I think a % target is good and I know that many here try and give 10% and at least 5% of that to St Michaels and I find it helpful in my life but is it sacrificial giving. 
This is a quite different question and stops us getting complacent or proud because we have met a target. Instead it says giving should be:
Prayerful – it is giving to God not to St Michaels and so is an act of worship

Priority – other things are cut before our giving
Planned – giving what is right not what is left

Proportionate – reflects how wealthy we actually are

Painfully – this is the sacrificial bit

With Pleasure – it is our duty & our JOY – God loves you, when you give a present to someone you love, it is not a burden but a delight.

So where do we go from here – I could say that with our drop in income it needs every person to increase their giving by £10 a month just to stand still – that certainly got my attention when I worked out the figures. But I want to challenge us even more – not by a figure but my going away and prayerfully prioritising planned proportionate giving that is both painful and pleasurable. For some that means a sizeable increase for others it will mean staying as you are because you already give this way. For others it will mean being creative – St Michaels has been very blessed by a couple of older people who in their last years of their life could not give very much at all to St Michaels but they never forgot and even though in one case they moved away some 40 years ago then still remembered Gods work here and left us a legacy. We are able to do some essential repairs that can not fit in the day to day accounts via legacies. Also it gives us money to do new things which our normal funds cannot support. The key is that we go away and do some praying about it and the bank balance is not the reason for giving but I hope it will be the prod to get us all to do it and that includes me – before I wrote this sermon I did precisely what I am asking you to do. To help us all you have been given a bank mandate form to take away and remind you and I am going to keep giving them out every week during November. Not to make us feel guilty but if you are like me you leave church meaning to do something and then life gets in the way. If at the end of your prayerful reflection your giving is going to stay the same then please let us know by returning the form with your name and a comment to this effect. It would help our stewardship secretary greatly, and of course if you are changing your amount then again fill it in and return it in a sealed envelope to the box so our stewardship secretary is aware. Because I would love to stand back up here in a months time and report not that our giving has shot up, though I hope it has, but to report that we have as a church prayerfully considering our giving and acted on it -  I have, will you?
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