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If weʼre going to make the transition from dispersing be-
nevolence to intentional obedience to the Great Commis-
sion, we need to ask some pointed questions. What is your 
church doing with its mission support funds? 

Are•	  you excited about this opportunity to invest in 
mission work you can pray for, relate to, hear about 
regularly and get to know personally?  

Are•	  you giving regularly and faithfully to missionaries 
and/or agencies like World Mission Prayer League, 
Lutheran Bible Translators, East European Missions 
Network, China Service Ventures or others? 

Are•	  you holding on to money in an “escrow account,” 
waiting for clarity about where to give it? 

Is•	  more money given to local outreach rather than 
to global missions? 

Are•	  you developing the habit of not giving at all—
thinking your church is too small or too new? Do 
you think that giving somewhere other than synod 
headquarters is so complicated that you will figure it 
out “one of these days”?

Direct giving to mission agencies is not new at all for 
some Lutheran churches in North America, but for most 
congregations it’s one of those “we’ve never done it that 
way before” situations. Is everyone excited about it, eager 
to grasp hold of a new challenge? No, not everyone! In my 
work with Awakening Lutherans to World Missions, I’ve 
been exchanging emails lately with a lay leader from Texas. 
Sheʼs been trying to generate some interest in missions with 
a large leadership group of which she is a member. After 
a recent meeting she wrote: “I made a suggestion (to the 
group). No response. (Laugh out loud). I can see this will be 
a process!”

Just as we need persistence to learn to ride a bike, skate, 
ski or even use a computer, even more we need diligence 
in this since it was Jesus Himself who commanded us to 
“Go and make disciples of all the nations”! Pastors, council 
members, lay leaders, and committee members can and 
must learn how to be informed, faithful stewards of Great 
Commission ministry funds. 
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First, What Are We Trying to Accomplish with 
Congregational Mission Giving? 

Our learning curve—making this paradigm shift—faces two 
obstacles: the language we use and recent practice.  The 
word benevolence can confuse things since words do convey 
meaning. Over time we can lapse into thinking we are simply 
generous in doing good with the money our churches give 
away. I have visited many congregations where it seems the 
focus is more on making sure the funds are sent out, and far 
less on where and for what purpose they are sent. This is 
one of the reasons I prefer the term mission support funds 
or something similar.

The ELCA shifted to accompaniment 1 as the ministry model 
for global missions in 1991. Since that time there has been 
far more emphasis on social ministry, relief work and medical 
ministry, with evangelism and discipleship no longer the task 
of the missionary. Critiquing this disastrous decision is not 
possible given the length and purpose of this article. One 
byproduct: we’ve become used to giving to and hearing 
about ministry to the poor, and little about the expansion 
of the Gospel into new places. Accompaniment may make 
sense if there is someone to accompany in ministry, but what 
about the 4+ billion unreached and unevangelized people in 
this world for which Jesus died?

Some have mistakenly thought Lutheran World Relief (LWR) 
was also spreading the Gospel while working with people 
in need. Unfortunately, that’s not the case. LWR does not 
evangelize.2 I recently met a woman from Texas who was 
shocked when the LWR rep told her that the quilts her 
church makes for those in need could not be accompanied  
even by a simple note that read, “Given with love by your 
friends at St. John Lutheran Church.”  

Ministry to the poor and needy is important and Scriptural, 
but it should never replace the preaching of the Gospel. Dr. 
Carl Braaten’s sobering words in 1991 were a clarion call 
when the accompaniment shift was taking place: 

The church spends prime time on concerns for which 
it has no unique competence, but neglects the one 
thing needful which only the church, and no other 
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on internal operations over the broader mission of the 
church.” 7

Is this true of your congregation? Is there too much spent at 
home and too little on the broader mission of the church? 
Congregational stewardship of the call to and funding 
for the Great Commission must start with recovering our 
commitment to our main calling to make disciples of all 
nations, and then choosing to put our money faithfully and 
prayerfully in line with that commitment.

Next time we will explore some of the basic questions to ask 
when you consider what and whom to support.

Notes
1  Accompaniment defined: “Walking together in solidarity that 
    practices interdependence and mutuality. In this walk, gifts, 
     resources, and experiences are shared with mutual advice and 
    admonition to deepen and expand our work within God’s mis-
     sion.” (from  Accompaniment: a lens and methodology for mis-
     sion today Produced by the ELCA Global Mission Unit under the 
     executive direction of Rev. Rafael Malpica Padilla.
2  “Our policy is to help humans, not bring them to Jesus,” says a 
      spokesman. The same is true at Church World Service, the relief
    arm of mainline Protestant churches. “We are very specifically
  a humanitarian aid agency,” spokesperson Jan Dragin told 
     Beliefnet. “It just so happens our roots are faith-based.”   
       http://www.heritage.org/research/commentary/2003/05/
     mission-possible 
3   Carl Braaten, “The Mission of the Gospel”, 1991. (Emphasis  
     mine.)
4   http://www.worldmag.com/2005/10/who_gives_two_cents_
     for_missions
5    http://www.worldmag.com/2005/10/who_gives_two_cents_
     for_missions
6  Was this true in our Lutheran family back in the 1920’s? 
    Probably! A careful look at the ELCA Global Mission archives, 
   including data from their predecessor synods, shows that in 
    the 1920s and 1930s hundreds of Lutheran missionaries were 
    sent out. China and India were the largest fields, followed by 
     Cameroon.
7   http://www.worldmag.com/2005/10/who_gives_two_cents_
     for_missions
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agency in the world, has been commissioned to 
accomplish. …The apostolic mission of the gospel 
created the church; we call it evangelism. God has 
given the church this commission to go with the 
gospel to all who do not yet, or who no longer, 
believe. It is an assignment God has given to no 
other people in the world. If the church does not 
proclaim the message of salvation in the name of 
Jesus to those who do not believe, it will not get 
done.3

Proclaiming the Gospel and making disciples is the primary 
task of the Church. Moreover, that priority must carry over 
into how and where we give congregationally. Moving from 
BENEVOLENCE to OBEDIENCE means intentionally investing 
our money in Gospel proclamation and making disciples! If 
we give mainly to disaster relief, helping the poor and needy, 
and social ministry, how will the Gospel be preached? If we 
give most of our money to local ministry, how will the world 
be reached? 

Second, How Much Should We Give?

You’ve probably heard the old story of the special fund 
drive at the church: The pastor said, “I have good news 
and bad news! The good news is we have all the money we 
need! The bad news is that it is in your pockets.” There is 
money available to do the work the Lord is calling us to do. 
Hudson Taylor once said, “God’s work done in God’s way will 
never lack God’s supply.” But it always comes down to our 
priorities, and our willingness to open our wallets. 

What is the state of missions giving in the church today? 
What are the extremes? Of every dollar given to a Protestant 
church, the average amount that goes to overseas missions 
is two cents. In contrast, of every dollar Antioch Presbyterian 
Church in Chonju, Korea, takes in, 70 cents goes to 
missions.4

A recent article, based on 2003 study from Empty Tomb, 
a mission research and advocacy group, looked at giving 
patterns in 41 major denominations going back to the 
1920s:

And what do churches do with their money? In 
1920, the percentage of giving to missions from 
the total offering was 10.09 percent, just over a 
dime out of every dollar. In 2003… the average for 
overseas work is about two pennies per dollar. 5, 6

If only two cents of every dollar is going to missions, where 
is the rest going? As the authors of the Empty tomb report 
conclude, “the numbers demonstrate an increased emphasis 


