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Balanced Giving

In my last column, we focused on the impact (the ‘push-pull’) of media on our lives and reflected on how we are constantly bombarded with messages: Advertising that nudges and urges us to spend our resources and time their way!   In contrast, however, the messages that urge us to engage our gifts of time, talents, homes, businesses, farms and money and possessions for the work of the church are almost non-existent.  Yet even though the church may be very quiet, many charities are not – at least not when it comes to filling our mailboxes!

How can a Christian be wise and discerning when it comes to the mailbox requests or even telephone soliciting? How can we decide what should be supported or not?  I don’t know about you, but Edith and I get all kinds of requests.  I am certain some charities have been trading donor lists.  A gift to the Heart and Stroke Foundation (a heart attack took my Father’s life), the Parkinson’s Foundation (my father-in-law has it), and to the MS society (a dear friend has it), has led to an avalanche of requests from so many others.  The list of societies and foundations that exist and make their appeals to us continues to grow every year!   Presently, Edith and I have mailing labels and Christmas cards from so many of these that it’s becoming a real environmental stewardship issue.

How does a steward balance all the requests that come?  Simple answer: by planning.  That means setting priorities and “giving” goals.

When it comes to most of the mailbox requests, with an occasional exception (e.g. the War Amps key tag service) all the requests that Edith and I get go into a file that gets opened in early December.  It doesn’t matter whether or not they have a spring, summer and autumn campaign – it gets processed the same way!  We list ‘mailbox’ requests at the bottom end of our giving priorities.

It’s up to you to set your own priority list that determines the balance of your giving, but it is very important to have one.  Here is our priority list:

1. Church:  We are members of Maranatha CRC and therefore we are its stewards.  We care and provide for its ministry through our planned gifts.  Every fall our Church runs an “Estimated Giving” campaign where members are asked to participate in a process that culminates in our re-committing our resources for the work of the church.   This campaign reminds us each year to consult each other, to give thanks and to seek God’s blessing on the commitments we make.  There is a special moment in a special worship service where our commitments along with others are brought forward in a special offering to consecrate them to the Lord.  It is an acknowledgment that we can not carry out our commitments without the Lord’s help and blessing.

2. Compassion: Some of this is planned, for example our gifts for Darfur with CRWRC, and the rest comes from funds set aside from any extras gleaned from surprise income or sales etc. We call this our “God pot” and it is available for when the need arises.

3. Kingdom Ministries: Twice a year, Edith and I will sit down and decide who and how much to give to ministries that are close to our heart – this usually corresponds with the times when we are paid for another flock of chickens

4. Christian Education: a priority for us at all levels.   Often there is a campaign that we end up responding to – but it does not really influence the amount of our giving, just the timing.

5. Secular Foundations: As in the introductory paragraph – we collect the various appeal letters and open up the file in early December.  What determines who gets and how much?  Answer: our hearts and connection to the cause.

6. Special Needs: Like compassion giving, there will be requests to support someone’s walk-a-thon or a friend or family member who suddenly has an unexpected financial burden (loss of job or accident or illness) – we will consider and respond as they come up (often using the ‘God pot’).  Edith and I no longer respond to telephone requests – if we do consider a gift, we require that they send something in the mail so that we might consider more evidence to support their request (see the steward’s tip below). 

Whenever possible, we will take advantage of Charitable Tax receipts – so that we are able to reduce our income tax.  It is not what drives our giving – but it enables us to give even more.  

For Edith and me, giving is special and an occasion for gratitude.  God has blessed us richly – and He has given us so much – yet who is there that can out-give God?  We have a generous God and that is why Kingdom causes are at the top of our priority list.

Stewardly Tip: Do Research.  When a request comes your way that ‘tugs’ at you but you’re not sure if you should give - do a little digging.  Check if the cause is listed on the Canada Revenue Agency Charity listing – www.cra.gc/donors where over 80,000 charities are listed (check the brochure and fridge magnet recently mailed to you by them). If it is a Christian charity  - see if it is has the CCCC (Canadian Council of Christian Charities – www.cccc.org) seal of approval [159 are so certified].  For USA based agencies, check the ECFA.  In order to be listed, charities and foundations have to meet a strict set of standards (CCCC/EFCA are more stringent with disclosures that have to be met for their seal of approval).  If they are not and you are still interested – ask for a financial statement.  When it comes to requests from some foreign country  - don’t give unless the cause is accountable to a known registered charity in Canada.   There is often a valid reason why they do not have a Canadian partner!

Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestions (by mail to Christian Courier or by email to my address below) and provide your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask you for more details. 
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