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Reflections from Father Ben
October 4, 2026
I am one of five siblings, eleven if you add in those from other marriages.  Recently our father has gone through a health crisis and it has been fascinating to watch how we each deal differently with everything going on.  A continual stream of texts and emails has revealed each person’s gifts, as well as their unique personalities and perspectives. It’s hard not to react when things get personal.  That happened to me, when someone brought up stewardship.  

In going through my father’s checkbook, it became clear that he has been a regular donor to his church, with the custom of putting a sizable offering in the plate every week.  To a couple of my non-churchgoing siblings, this was evidence of manipulation and elder abuse and proof that all the church cared about was his money. They didn’t want the minister visiting because they thought he would ask my dad to write a check. While I recognize that some of their reaction came from their anger toward that congregation’s conservative teachings and Christian Nationalist agenda, I also realize that it came from lack of understanding of stewardship, what ministers do, and how churches work. Though not directed at me, their criticism hit a little too close to home and I just couldn’t keep my mouth (or at least my WhatsApp chat) shut. 

I told them that across denominations, the minimal standard for Christian giving is 10% of your annual income, and that while not everyone reaches this goal, it is what I strive for myself. I said that while to them my dad’s giving seemed large, it was  probably an amount that he reached after personal reflection and prayer and - particularly in the Southern Bible Belt where he lives - is probably close to the norm of his congregation.  His level of giving is like a reflection, not just of his faith, but of the gratitude for all the blessings he has received from God - and from the church - over the past 95 years.  

I shared some brief facts about St Luke’s. I told them that in 2026, it costs $967,850  to keep St. Luke’s doors open and that after income from the endowment, fundraisers, and rental income, we need $575,000 in pledging to fund our budget, known as a Ministry Plan. This translates to $11057 a week. On a good Sunday between the 8:00 and 10:00 services, we have 150 people. This means the real cost per week is a little less than $75 per person, $150 for a couple, or $300 for a four member family.  The reality is that many families can’t give at that level and many of our members live on limited income. Any amount is most welcome and most appreciated. On a practical level, however, this only works if those who (like my dad) can give more actually do so in order to make up for those who can’t. (I was using St. Luke’s numbers for 2026. The fall stewardship packet will present detailed numbers for 2027. The quick bottom line is that expenses like health care and  utilities will continue to rise and that if we want to grow and for example call a curate, our giving will need to increase.)

My siblings see my dad’s beautifully cared for church in the affluent suburbs of Atlanta and assume that it doesn’t need any help.  People see St Luke’s in East Hampton and think the same thing.  That simply isn’t true. The reality is that we need to rely on the participation of everyone to meet our ministry plan goals. It takes a community. The good news is that St Luke’s community always comes through. The challenge is that it seems to take until June.  This is a part of St Luke’s culture that I would love to change. When you get your pledge packet, please respond as soon as you can. Wouldn’t it be great to wrap up Stewardship before Thanksgiving - or at least by Christmas?  Thank you for helping me achieve this goal! 

I began by talking about tithing.  Tithing isn’t about balancing church budgets, it’s about balancing our lives, putting our money where our spiritual mouth is, giving ourselves a personal giving budget for the year, and giving back just a small amount of what God has given us.  Just imagine what ministry could happen if everyone who calls St Luke’s their spiritual home put 10% of their income in their annual pledge. Imagine what would happen if you did that yourself, or set it as a goal, increasing your pledge by an additional percent or two of your annual income every year, until you get to that 10% goal.  The possibilities are endless!

That in a nutshell is what I wrote my siblings.  Their response was absolute silence. Crickets!   As we kick off our 2027 stewardship program, I hope your response isn’t the same.  
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