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Yogi Berra famously said, “You can observe a lot by just watching.” 

We laugh, but he makes a valid point. Gaining insight requires observation that’s 

untainted by preconceptions or foregone conclusions. As we respond to the COVID-19 shutdown 

and its aftermath, “just watching” means gathering relevant data and then accepting the truth it 

has to tell. It takes courage to ask honest questions and then hear the unvarnished truth. 

As we begin, let’s clarify the challenge we face. The pandemic shutdown shares 

something in common with the summer drop in giving: lost giving is gone. Just like in the 

summer, givers aren’t saving up their offerings with plans to heap them on in September. Unlike 

summer, however, the pandemic will likely stretch out much longer than anyone expected. To 

avoid or reduce the financial impact on your church—including laying off staff—action must be 

taken now. Better to be proactive than delay and be sorry later. 

You might consider this entire resource a “worst-case scenario response plan” or a 

“stewardship survival kit.” We hope the current crisis will end soon but, in reality, it would be 

irresponsible to base our plans on uncertain hopes. Everything you do from now is based on the 

premise that you are committed to plan and then act. 

This first step is to conduct a thorough and objective examination of your stewardship 
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ministry within the congregation. It could well be that the pandemic has merely exposed what lay 

hidden. Fortunately, the prognosis for your results is good, if you begin with good data and 

conduct an honest analysis. 

 

1. Analyze Giving Habits Before and After the Shutdown 

Analysis of giving data has a dual purpose: 1) to discover and remove barriers to giving, 

and 2) to identify strengths in your church’s giving profile. If you do not clearly understand the 

needs and motivations of people you will not be able to adequately lead them. This analysis will 

necessarily include specific knowledge of attendees’ giving history. So, if your church prefers to 

keep shepherding duties and financial administration separate, this detailed analysis may need to 

be delegated to trusted staff, who then prepare reports that do not identify specific givers.  

Make no mistake, however, this is a non-negotiable. The viability of your church is at 

stake and you simply cannot allow one member of the board/session/vestry/congregation to 

impact the future of the entire ministry based on personal opinions. Data has a way of tempering 

strong opinions. And be prepared to encounter this common phenomenon in church giving: the 

people who feel strongest about money matters also tend to be those who give the least. This is 

not a judgment; simply a reality. 

Virus Crisis Worksheet #1 suggests the minimum suggested data to gather, which focuses 

on discerning the habits and motivations of givers. When did they give? What monetary 

instrument (cash, credit/debit card, ACH, personal check) do they prefer? How do they typically 

deliver their gifts (offering plate, mail, online, etc.)? Analyzing the trends will help you discover 

and remove barriers that are keeping historically faithful givers from giving. 

Common barriers to giving include: 
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a. Friction, a procedural problem that makes giving difficult or impossible, 

b. Anxiety, worries on the part of the giver that something may go wrong, 

c. Ignorance, givers simply don’t know how to give or that a need exists, 

d. Apathy, the giver’s perception that his or her gift will not be missed or will have no 

impact. 

Once the data has been compiled, you will find it easy to say with confidence whether 

your church has adapted or transitioned to online giving, or if this remains an area needing 

further study. In short, “analysis” is simply the process of answering some initial questions and 

then allowing the answers to guide further investigation. “Virus Crisis Worksheet #1” suggests 

several initial questions to consider. For example: 

• How often do you publish year-to-date totals on income and spending? 

• When did the financial stewardship team last meet to assess the impact of the 

crisis and formulate a response? How often do they meet? 

• In what ways have your financial stewards informed the congregation on the 

financial status of their church? How detailed has this reporting been? 

• In what ways has the church appealed to regular attendees and members to 

encourage faithful giving? 

You may be responding “but I know all that” – but do you really know it as well as you 

think you do? Objectively analyzing your congregation’s giving data will help you to locate 

barriers and identify strengths. Procedural and logistics problems are relatively easy to fix once 

found. Other reasons for decreased giving may require greater effort. You may discover 

problems with giver motivation, which indicate a need for stronger leadership and/or better 

communication. Virus Crisis Worksheet #1 will help you clarify the answers to questions like:  
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• Has the church clearly communicated the financial challenges? 

• Has the church encouraged 100% participation in the financial health of the church?  

• Has the church asked giving leaders to engage their peers? 

 

2. Who takes care of the money? 

Financial stewardship in ministry is a lot like sausage-making; when it’s done well, 

everyone enjoys the benefits, but no one wants to see the process. For some leaders, asking for 

money feels crass. Others worry that too much oversight might intrude on the deeply personal 

and private relationship between givers and the Holy Spirit. Some pastors admit that knowing the 

individual giving habits of a church member might alter her/his perception of the person. For 

these and other reasons, some senior pastors prefer to keep shepherding duties separate from the 

administration of offerings. 

 

 

 

TIP #1 

THERE IS NO QUESTION THAT MONEY/FINANCIAL MATTERS ARE A HUGE PART OF A 

PERSON’S WALK WITH CHRIST AND CERTAINLY AN INDICATOR OF SPIRITUAL MATURITY.  

PASTORS WHO CHOOSE TO REMAIN INSULATED FROM (OBLIVIOUS TO) CHURCH MEMBERS’ 

GIVING RECORDS—SUPPOSEDLY FROM A PIOUS SENSE OF CONFIDENTIALITY—MAY WELL BE 

ROBBING THEMSELVES OF A RESOURCE THAT WOULD HELP THEM MINISTER MORE EFFECTIVELY. 
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Regardless of who handles the details or the structure of finances at your church, 

someone must take charge and then communicate pertinent information to the congregation. The 

process of stewardship development—as opposed to the “hint and hope” method—begins with 

the firm conviction that congregations crave leadership and will respond when engaged 

forthrightly and proactively. If you’re wondering who will provide that leadership in your 

church, it’s time to take a look in the mirror.  “Virus Crisis Worksheet #1” will guide you 

through several questions as you evaluate your leadership, clarify who’s in charge of each 

financial task, and then establish a single point of accountability. For most congregations, this 

person is the senior pastor. For others, it’s a committee with a chairperson. Some have a pastor of 

administration and many have Church Financial Secretary and/or Treasurer. 

 

 

 

Put succinctly, congregations give generously when church leadership shows vision, 

transparency, and accountability. The senior pastor cannot assume someone else will lead. In 

TIP #2 

OVER THE COURSE OF 20+ YEARS OF CONSULTING WITH MORE THAN 100 CHURCHES, 

WE HAVE OFTEN FOUND THAT THE PERSON “IN CHARGE” OF THE CHURCH FINANCIAL 

RECORDS SEE HIMSELF OR HERSELF AS A GATE-KEEPER AND WILL LIKELY RESIST EFFORTS 

TO DIG DEEPER INTO INDIVIDUAL GIVING RECORDS.  BOTTOM LINE, HOWEVER, YOU MUST 

ACCESS ALL THE INFORMATION NEEDED FOR YOUR DEVELOPMENT PLAN.  

THAT’S ABSOLUTELY ESSENTIAL. 
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times of crisis, someone must remain firmly in command. The senior pastor’s leadership style 

may not be “command-and-control,” but on this project, it needs to be the pastor or someone he 

knows well and trusts highly. 

Admittedly, you’re compiling a lot of data, and to what end? Information is power. Step 1 

of this process is designed to build your church finance muscles. Step 2 is “Over Communicate!” 

To do that well, you’re going to need all the data you can get. For now, gather the data, get very 

familiar with the overall stewardship of your congregation, ask questions of the data, formulate 

theories, and do further investigation to identify barriers and make plans to remove them. 

If you have questions, we at MBF want to be a resource and we stand ready. Call or email 

at any time. 

 

For More Information Contact 
Tracy Ebarb 

281.201.2043 ext. 104 

expert@mbf.net  
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