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Introduction

 Money is often a touchy subject.  It is certainly one that everyone 
cares deeply about.  Perhaps Jesus talked about money more than any 
other issue because he knew our use of money and our attitudes toward 
money reflect our values.  When he warned people that they could have 
only one master, it was not Satan who was the competing choice, it was 
money.  The love of money is the ultimate confusion of ends with means.
 The power of money over our lives is related to our desire for control 
and, especially in North America, to our strong bent toward individual 
autonomy.  These temptations are not absent in the church, and we 
assume that they are at our own peril.  It is because we recognize these 
personal temptations and know that our culture influences our financial 
behavior that we make an effort as God’s people to understand how best 
to use what God has given us.  When we talk about money and share 
counsel and discernment about its use, it begins to lose its power over us.  
This booklet is an attempt to engage that conversation as it relates to the 
mission ministries of the church, particularly those of the newly formed 
Mennonite Church USA.
 The reflections expressed in this booklet come as the result of the 
many years I have spent as a congregational outreach/mission commit-
tee member in several Mennonite church communities, as well as the 
lessons and experiences I have gained during the last nine years working 
at a church-wide level for two denominational mission agencies — first, 
Mennonite Board of Missions, and more recently, Mennonite Mission 
Network — in congregational relations, partnership formation, and a vari-
ety of development functions.  
 Some of the trends identified in this booklet go beyond the specific 
sphere of mission activities and describe realities faced in other parts 
of the church.  There is, for example, within Mennonite Church USA 
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increased competition for the church’s resources in the arenas of educa-
tion and publishing.  Likewise, area conferences within the denomination 
face changing attitudes from their constituents about loyalty to church 
organizations.  We have no choice but to recognize the fact that we are all 
in this together, as individual members, as congregations, as conferences, 
as agencies, as the Executive Board.  
       It remains for me to point out that money and mission questions are 
not the only financial dilemmas faced by congregations.  Congregations 
struggle, for example, with how to design educational grants for students 
in their care, and whether such grants should include students attend-
ing other than Mennonite colleges.  Congregations decide how much 
to spend on Sunday-school materials and other educational resources, 
from whom to purchase these materials and whether to make such 
resources available free of charge or require that members “buy their own.”  
Congregations are also employers and must determine fair salaries and 
benefits for pastors and other employees, including whether to partici-
pate in denomination-sponsored health insurance programs.  In addition, 
congregations are members of the larger church through membership 
in area conferences and must discern their financial commitment to that 
area conference relationship.  While these and many other congregational 
money matters are certainly worthy areas of exploration, I leave the coun-
sel on these issues to others more qualified.  
 Mennonite Church USA has adopted three primary “ends statements” 
intended to focus the denomination’s efforts for the first part of its journey:  

◆  to become a missional church 
◆  to connect with and learn from the global church
◆  to cultivate and train leaders with a call from God and a passion for 
    equipping the church

 It is my hope that this booklet can make a contribution to our life as 
a church in these three areas: (1) by offering a missional perspective on 
money and mission; (2) by helping to create healthy financial relation-
ships with global partners; and (3) by providing both mission and congre-
gational leaders with a tool for discernment.
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The booklet is divided into two sections:

 Part A:  A six-part essay on the relationship of mission and 
 money in the current context of Mennonite Church USA, 
 followed by discussion questions designed to facilitate group 
 interaction around the topics covered in the essay.

 Part B:  A discernment guide for use by congregational lead-
 ers confronted with a broad range of requests for mission 
 funding.

 While the reflections in these pages include a brief treatment of 
issues related to local and regional mission funding, the primary focus is 
on the funding of international, cross-cultural mission efforts.  However, 
many of the principles presented here can be readily applied to the fund-
ing of mission at local and regional levels.  
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Part A:  Reflecting on Money from a 
Missional Perspective
 

 Discerning God’s mission in the world is one of the key elements of 

becoming a missional church.  Out of that discernment will grow vision 

and priorities for congregational activity and commitments.  These activi-

ties and commitments will include the full scope of church life, not only 

those commonly labeled as “mission.”  Money, then, will naturally follow 

the vision and priorities identified by the congregation and to which it 

declares itself committed. 

       While understanding how all of congregational life is “mis-

sional” broadens our definition of mission, it certainly does 

not exclude what we now think of as outreach, evangelism, 

church planting, service, and a wide variety of international 

mission efforts.  To exclude these would be to tragically mis-

read the major intentions of the missional church movement 

which, in fact, grew out of a deep desire to bring the vast 

learnings of international mission experience and perspective 

to bear on the North American context of ministry.  To be sure, 

a missional understanding of the church will change how mis-

sion activities are shaped and how they are integrated into the 

life of the church.  It will enhance and help us focus these activities, but it 

will not necessarily diminish them.

 To begin our reflection here, we must say a few words about the rela-

tionship between mission and money, describing first some of the cur-

rent and historical realities related to mission funding, and then conclude 

by offering a missional perspective on how congregations can face the 

challenge of making decisions about the financial support of mission.

1.  Money: An Ally and Enemy of Mission

 Money has always been both an ally of mission and its enemy.  From 

the moment Mennonite churches in the United States called forth their 

first international mission workers, they also took up offerings for their 

support.  One of the first and most important people appointed when 
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congregations determined to work together to send missionaries around 

the world was the treasurer.  In a situation where “a few people are sent 

on behalf of the many,” money has been in the past — and still is today 

— an important bond of participation for those who remain at home.

       At the same time, money has sometimes hindered the goal of cross-

cultural, international mission efforts to build self-sustaining, indigenous 

communities of believers.  The presence of money in the hands of some 

and not others has created unhealthy dependencies, dysfunctional pat-

terns of leadership and power sharing, and out-of-balance partnerships in 

countless mission ministries across the globe.

 Those of us who are part of the wealthy elite of the world 

(almost everyone living in the United States and Canada) 

have an enormous challenge to use money effectively in the 

service of mission.  Some voices have called for a moratorium 

on mission initiatives because of the potentially negative con-

sequences of unwise efforts.  But our sisters and brothers in 

Anabaptist churches around the world do not share this opin-

ion.  They are wholly engaged in mission activities at a level 

unimagined by most of us and have launched new initiatives 

not only at home but in places around the world.  Many of 

these churches desire to be partners with us, sharing leader-

ship, insight, and cultural resources.  If we in the United States 

can bring our money into these partnerships without need-

ing to control the emerging ministries, that money is sorely 

needed and can make a significant contribution to extending 

Christ’s kingdom.

2.  Wisdom and Money: A Time-Tested Recipe for Enhanced Ministry

 The need for relief and development assistance coupled with mission 
activity is also a profound reality for many people in the world.  North 
American Mennonite mission organizations have learned a great deal over 
the last 50 years about how to use money in situations of poverty, disaster 
and violence.  They have learned to combine direct assistance with local 
development strategies and to use their global privilege and status to 

work against polices responsible for much of the suffering we see.  
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 Mennonite Central Committee generally receives an increase in contri-

butions when there is a dramatic war or disaster that reminds us in North 

America of people suffering while we live in unimagined affluence.  We 

can be thankful that MCC does more than simply forward that money 

to suffering people in sealed envelopes.  Their long experience and 

seasoned understanding of how to use that money wisely in 

service to others is indeed a gift to us all.  The fact that some 

of the money is used to inform us as contributors about the 

global reality and to connect us more closely to those who are 

suffering is one of the marks of that wisdom.

       We also trust other Mennonite mission organizations 

to guide us in using our mission money.  In the past, this 

trust was almost absolute. Mission boards and commis-

sions appointed workers, made assignments and disbursed 

the money entrusted to them by the faithful members of 

Mennonite congregations who knew little about the theology 

or practice of cross-cultural mission, but knew that bringing 

people into a saving relationship with Jesus Christ was worth their time, 

effort and money.  

       In most cases, these organizations have served us well, making wise 

choices about how best to use money in supporting people, administer-

ing programs, and bridging cultures with the Good News of Jesus.  Where 

mistakes were made, we have attempted to learn from them.  The result is 

that we now have available to us as a church highly qualified Mennonite 

mission leaders with years of experience, ready to lend their wisdom to 

the use of money in cross-cultural ministries.  As someone with little per-

sonal claim to such wisdom, having only come to the Mennonite mission 

scene in the last decade, I have been pleased to discover that Mennonite 

mission organizations and their personnel are held in high regard both 

within the church and throughout the broader mission community 

worldwide.

 The growing maturity of the global church presents us with another 

piece of the mission and money puzzle.  It is no longer possible or desir-

able to engage in cross-cultural mission in isolation from churches in 

and around ministry locations.  We are all learning to listen to mission 
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partners outside North America as we develop vision for ministry.  True 

wisdom must emerge from the shared vision of the global body of Christ.  

This will increasingly include several partners around the ministry table: 

churches culturally related to the location of the ministry, U.S. congrega-

tions, and the mission organizations that both represent these congrega-

tions and help facilitate the many necessary, multi-directional 

connections related to the ministry.

 There is a significant movement in the United States for 

congregations to be their own mission agencies, bypassing less-

than-responsive mission organizations and finding great energy 

through firsthand engagement in mission.  As a partnership-

formation specialist, I have seen tremendous energy, expertise 

and spiritual power released when congregations are more 

directly involved in mission.  Congregations often contribute 

things to a given ministry that a mission agency could never 

bring.  At the same time, congregations that “go it alone” are 

often prone to costly mistakes and lack the logistical resources 

and international connections necessary for the full enhance-

ment of their ministries.  The wise course seems to be a collabo-

ration that makes use of all the wisdom and energy available, as each part-

ner contributes out of its strengths to the overall health and well-being of 

the ministry.

3.  Current Mission-Giving Patterns:  A Complex Reality

 In the early stages of North American Mennonite mission agencies 

(1900-1950), congregations and individuals who gave money to ministry 

initiatives were closely connected to the mission workers and the key 

decisions shaping their ministries.  As the church and the organizations 

grew larger, some congregations began to understand mission as little 

more than generating and forwarding money to the organization, which 

carried out ministry “on their behalf.”  The money in such instances 

served as a substitute for real engagement, rather than being an integral 

part of that engagement.  This was of course not true for every congrega-
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tion, but neither was it a particularly unusual development.

 The last 50 years (1950-2000) brought other changes as well.  Those 

who had created the mission organizations, and those in the constituency 

who knew and supported them, have for the most part either retired or 

passed on.  Today, many from that earlier generation still find important 

and meaningful ways to serve, but in different roles as mission advocates, 

counseling younger leaders, and providing a significant portion of the 

funding that enables cross-cultural mission efforts to happen around the 

globe.  Leadership of congregations and organizations has in the mean-

time passed on to a younger generation — one that does not feel the 

same level of loyalty to church organizations as those who had initially 

played a role in forming them.

 At the same time, there has been an explosion in the number of mis-

sion organizations created to serve the Great Commission in one way or 

another.  Many of these are Mennonite-connected and many 

others are either inter- or non-denominational in nature and 

appeal.  As Mennonites have moved more into the evangelical 

mainstream, their young people have discovered expanded 

opportunities for church membership and international min-

istries through numerous channels other than Mennonite 

churches, educational institutions and mission organizations.  

These engagements have often been encouraged and sup-

ported, understandably and legitimately so, by their families 

and congregations with both prayers and money.  

       While no definitive research has been done on these 

trends to date, the result is that much less of the money con-

tributed to international mission efforts by Mennonite Church 

USA congregations is given through denominational and area 

conference mission agencies (Mennonite Mission Network, 

Eastern Mennonite Missions, Virginia Mennonite Board of 

Missions, and others).  There is nothing necessarily regrettable or alarming 

about this situation, but such trends do clearly impact people’s attitudes 

and understanding of cross-cultural mission, as well as their current and 
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future giving practices to global mission initiatives.  

 One place this is perhaps most frequently seen is when members par-

ticipate in short-term cross-cultural mission trips.  Such experiences are 

times of significant learning, often even life-changing events.  Depending 

on the orientation and frame of reference given to the participants, the 

nature of what is learned can be dramatically different.  These experienc-

es usually involve a significant financial investment and are almost always 

followed by additional money flowing to the location of service.  While 

the motivation for giving flows naturally out of relationships built and 

out of a new understanding of our North American affluent status, this 

money runs the serious risk of causing more trouble than good when 

done outside of a longer-term local ministry partnership based on mutual 

sharing and accountability.  

4.  Shifting Trends, Changing Times:  Mission Organizations 
Respond

      Mennonite mission organizations have not remained static 

or unresponsive during these many changes.  They have devel-

oped a variety of ways for congregations and individuals to 

become more directly engaged in cross-cultural mission.  These 

ways have included visits to mission locations, congregationally 

based support groups for mission workers, prayer networks, 

and full-scale partnerships with congregations for specific min-

istries in places around the globe. 

 Where this engagement has developed successfully, more 

money is given, cross-cultural understanding is increased, and 

expertise available in both the congregation and the mission 

organization is used effectively.  It should be noted that as individual 

members have taken more responsibility for recruiting supporters and 

raising funds for particular ministries, they have drawn in colleagues and 

associates who are not part of Mennonite congregations.  This means that 

the amount of money given to Mennonite mission organizations from 

people who are not Mennonite is today, as it has been for the past num-

ber of years, on the rise. 
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 On the other hand, these changes have left many Mennonite church 

members confused about their relationship to Mennonite mission orga-

nizations and overwhelmed by the constant flow of requests for money 

coming from many quarters, both global and local.  Congregational lead-

ers are today facing decisions regarding mission funding that they have 

not faced before.  The need for discernment has expanded, as has the 

need to be more familiar with the mission funding landscape.

 The many changes described here were not planned 

or executed by Mennonite Mission Network or any other 

organization.  They simply represent natural cultural and gen-

erational trends.  During the last 10 years, for example, Mission 

Network has developed and expanded its capacity to pro-

vide short-term mission learning experiences for Mennonite 

church members, mostly young adults and seniors.  While we 

recognized the limitations and dangers of short-term experi-

ences for both the participants and the local hosts, we also 

knew that Mennonites were seeking out these experiences in 

record numbers and that if our programs could not meet this 

demand, there were plenty of para-church organizations ready 

to step into the gap and accept applications.  

      In response, we have developed a variety of innovative 

programs that provide discipleship training in a short-term 

mission environment where local hosts have a high degree of 

control in shaping the learning experience.  These programs 

are a major reason that requests for mission funding are com-

ing at people from all sides.  When one has cousins, nieces, 

nephews or grandchildren participating in these programs, it is likely that 

appeals for financial support will be shortly forthcoming.  At the same 

time, responding creatively to this cultural trend has resulted in many 

effective, cutting-edge ministries.  Refusing to respond would most cer-

tainly have led to stagnation and irrelevance.  

5. The Global/Local Dilemma: It’s about Vision, Not Geography

 Cross-cultural mission is not only international.  America today pro-
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vides us with a rich diversity of cultures that challenge the church’s abil-

ity to develop a whole new set of communication skills and adapt the 

gospel to “the world next door.”  In fact, for many Mennonites, blessed 

with a long family history in the church, there is a significant cross-cul-

tural challenge to simply entering the life of the local neighborhood or 

community in which they live.

 For many years I accepted the commonly held assumption 

that people were shifting their giving patterns from global to 

local mission.  Then in 2000 I participated in a research proj-

ect focused on Mennonite funding systems and discovered 

that this shift was a myth.  There was indeed a shift taking 

place, but not into local mission.  Instead, global mission dol-

lars were being redirected into new and improved facilities 

and local staff costs.  While new facilities and staff were often 

justified with mission purposes, the actual benefit of these 

added faces and features was experienced as mostly internal 

to the congregation.  The percentage of congregational spend-

ing on behalf of those beyond the four walls of the church 

has, in fact, been on a declining trajectory for at least the last 

decade, if not longer.

 Another shift taking place over the past 20 to 30 years 

has been in our changing understanding of the “home mis-

sions” mandate.  Church planting was seen for many years as 

the work of the church-wide mission boards or commissions.  

When the limitations of this approach were recognized, the 

locus of responsibility shifted to area conferences.  While that 

is where it remains today, there is significant movement once again to 

relocate the energy for church planting, placing it this time in the hands 

of replicating congregations, rather than area conferences.  Whichever 

way this conversation goes, there will be funding implications for the 

broader church.

 One way to look at local, regional and international mission funding 

is to focus on the relative amounts given to each.  This emphasizes the 

inherent competition for funds between organizations representing these 

different geographic spheres and assumes that what one gains the other 

loses.  In fact, experience teaches us that congregations engaged in a 
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meaningful, positive way in one mission arena are likely to increase their 

commitments to other areas as well, rather than stealing from one to fund 

another.

 A better way to approach this matter is simply to focus on the con-

gregation and its participation in God’s mission.  It is my experience that 

when people align their hearts with the heart of God, their passion to 

contribute time, money and prayer far exceeds any request that I might 

make for mission dollars.  When we focus as God’s people on creating 

experiences that encourage this alignment of passion, we can expect 

financial support to meet the needs of the ministry that God has initiated.

 Following this approach, the role of local, regional and global mission 

leaders is not to argue for their share of the mission pie, but to find ways 

to engage the hearts of people in mission ministries.  This may create 

some short-term shifts towards a particular mission location, but in the 

long run, commitment and support to each of these areas of mission will 

be enhanced.  We may yet see the day when mission committees work 

at helping each member to become personally engaged in some form 

of mission, rather than dividing up the mission budget among the many 

requests: local, regional and global.

6.  Proactive, Prayerful, Priority-directed, Partner-oriented:  
Four Financial Characteristics of Missional Congregations

 Missional congregations are proactive rather than reactive in handling 

their money and their mission. They exercise prayerful discernment and 

compassion together as a body. They know their mission priorities, and 

that makes financial decisions easier.  They consider the future as well as 

the past. They say “no” to many worthy requests for money in order to 

say “yes” to those where money is tied to mission relationships that fully 

engage the congregation in God’s mission across the street and around 

the world.  

 Missional congregations understand the importance of listening to 

partners outside North America as they form their vision for participat-

ing in God’s mission around the world.  They recognize that the mission 

visions that claim their loyalty and dollars need to grow out of cross-cultur-
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al soil.They embrace with joy the challenge of living in a time when the 

gift-sharing connections of Mennonite World Conference offer them new 

opportunities to gain wisdom emerging from the global body of Christ.  

 Money is both powerful and dangerous.  Most of us, living in the 

world’s wealthiest nation, believe that our “camels will be able to pass 

through the eye of the needle” (Matt. 19:24).   I pray that those of us sur-

rounded by this culture of consumption and affluence will find a way to 
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work together, encourage one another, and discern as a community of 

faith how our money can best serve the cause of Christ.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1.  What does it mean to be a missional congregation in your relationships  
 with international mission ministries?

2.  Have you had an experience in your congregation where contributed  
 money hindered the mission of the congregation, caused unnecessary  
 conflict or demonstrated unequal power in the congregation?

3.  Do you think that it is possible to provide most of the money in a   
 mission partnership without having most of the control?  If so, what  
 must be done for that to be a possibility?

4.  What is your level of trust in your primary mission agency?  What   
 builds up that trust and what tears it down?  What are the trust-building  
 responsibilities of the agency, the congregation, and the individual?

5.  Take an inventory of your group.  List all the mission 
 organizations/individuals that people in your group contribute to 
 individually and through the congregation. What percentage are 
 Anabaptist? Mennonite Church-USA related?  Is that important?

6.  How do requests for contributions make you feel?

     ◆  Annoyed
     ◆  Valued
     ◆  Important
     ◆  Guilty
     ◆  Overwhelmed
     ◆  Informed
     ◆  Appreciated
     ◆  Other _____________
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 Do requests from organizations/people you regularly support have
 the same effect or are they different from new requests?  How does 
 giving to mission make you feel?

7.  What is different about giving through your congregation and giving  
 individually?  Why do you do it?

8.  If you were in charge of a denominational mission agency, how would  
 you respond to the current proliferation of mission giving opportuni - 
 ties and giving styles?

9.  Do you think mission committees should allocate funds based on rela-
 tionship and engagement? history? “fairness”? Would basing alloca-
 tions on relationship and engagement hurt or help primary mission   
 agencies?

10. Is your congregation able to say “no” to mission funding requests from
 members?
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11. Do you think congregations should support many different ministries  
 so that there is something for everybody, or should they concentrate  
 on several important efforts where deeper engagement is possible?    

 Does this depend on the size of the congregation?

Part B:  Principles for Discernment 
in the Congregation

 As congregations face new and more complex decisions regarding 

mission funding, they will need to adopt principles for responding to 

requests from many sources.  The outline and questions below provide a 

beginning guide for congregational mission and finance leaders as they 

discern how best to use their financial resources in the service of God’s 

mission.  These guidelines cover situations related primarily to interna-

tional mission initiatives, though some of the principles might also apply 

to requests for local or regional mission money.

1.  Requests from friends and family members for ongoing 
annual support

 Many mission agencies require mission workers to secure financial 

pledges to support their work before they begin an assignment.  While 

certain individuals in a congregation often want to show their support 

in this way because of a prior personal relationship with the mission 

worker, this relationship is likely not a good enough reason for the whole 

congregation to pledge support for these workers.  

 In many cases there is little real congregational involvement in these 

relationships, even if there is some awareness of the ministry due to 

occasional visits and reporting.  Small amounts of financial support for 

many such workers with “connections” to the congregation increase the 

number of colorful push pins on the world map in the church hallway.  

This may, however, create the illusion of significant active engagement in 

global mission via these ties to familiar faces in unfamiliar locations.

 When a congregation pledges financial support to a mission worker, 

it ties itself to the future ministry of that person.  If this relationship is to 

have any integrity, the congregation will need to be well informed about 

the nature of the ministry, the preparation of the workers, and the man-

ner in which the worker plans to report and remain accountable to the 
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congregation.  The congregation, for its part, will want to establish active 

communication with the worker, and at least a core group of supporters 

may wish to remain particularly well informed and praying regularly, not 

only for the worker, but for the local people who represent the future of 

the church in the mission location.  If these steps are taken, the ministry 

of the worker will become a valuable part of the congregation’s mission 

commitments.  If not, then it may be best for interested friends and fami-

lies to support the worker on an individual basis.

Some Questions for Discernment

a.  What is the nature of the proposed ministry and who will  provide 
 support and direction to the mission workers?

b.  How have the mission workers prepared for their assignment and 
 who are the experienced people who have provided counsel along 
 the way to help them determine whether their gifts and experiences 
 are a good fit for the roles they’ll need to play?

c.  How are local partners at the ministry location included in shaping   
 the mission assignment?

d.  How does the proposed mission activity relate to the vision and pur-
 pose of the sponsoring congregation?

e.  Who are the other funding partners in this ministry and what is the   
     length of their funding commitment?  (In fairness to those being sent,  
 the funding plan should never be left “open-ended” or the workers 
 may well find themselves needing to return home before their term is 
 completed.)

f.  How will the mission workers report to the congregation?

g. Who in the congregation is designated to organize the support struc-
 ture, communication plan and ongoing relationship with the mission 
 workers?
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2.  Requests from church members interested in becoming 
international mission workers

 A member’s request for financial support is hopefully not the first 

time that the pastor and other congregational leaders are being made 

aware of the individual’s call to ministry.  An important assumption here 

is that members contemplating an international, cross-cultural mission 

assignment will have already discussed this prospect with their pastor 

and others close to them in the church, and that these spiritual compan-

ions have played an integral role in the discernment process leading to 

such a decision.  The request for money is, in such cases, simply another 

step in a much deeper relationship of support and counsel.  

 Young adult members of the congregation who are away from their 

home communities for reasons of work, service or study provide a special 

challenge around this issue.  Though perhaps nurtured for many years as 

children of the congregation, they are more recently experiencing signifi-

cant growth and change away from home and may no longer have strong 

ties to the congregation.  This means that for them, congregational dis-

cernment may begin, rather than end, with a request for financial support.  

Their request for funding can, in such instances, be a wonderful opportu-

nity to engage the young person in a discernment conversation that will 

be helpful to both them and the congregation.

 When international workers apply for an assignment through 

Mennonite Mission Network, the applicants’ relationship to their congre-

gation is always a key consideration, and potential workers are encour-

aged to engage their pastor and congregation in the discernment process.
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Some Questions for Discernment

a.  How have the prospective mission workers included the    
 congregation in their discernment and preparation process?

b.  Is the potential assignment related to the global vision and    
 ministries of the congregation, or is it something that will be 
 new to the congregation?

c.  Is the member pursuing the ministry individually with the    
 blessing of the congregation, or does the congregation itself 
 “own” the ministry and see the mission candidate as going 
 out to serve on its behalf? (Either option is valid and accept-   
 able, but clarifying this difference can be important.)

d.  What is the current relationship between the congregation
 and the mission organization that will administer the assign-
 ment?  How will that relationship change with this new 
 appointment?

e.  Have the prospective mission workers demonstrated spiri-
 tual maturity and passion for mission in their past relation-
 ships with the congregation?

f.  What is the nature of the proposed ministry and who will 
 provide support and direction to the mission workers?

g.  Most of the questions provided in the previous section are    

 also of interest in this case.
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3.  Requests from trusted individuals in the congregation who 
care deeply about a particular ministry

 These requests often come from former mission workers or members 

with international connections who are soliciting support for people 

or projects for which they care deeply.  If this is a connection that has 

potential for a long-term partnership involving the whole congregation, it 

may be a wonderful opportunity for the congregation to share money in 

a life-giving way.  Otherwise, it is probably not wise for congregations to 

base decisions about where money flows on personal feelings and indi-

vidual connections alone.   Whatever decision is finally made, it is always 

prudent for congregational leaders to get a second opinion about the 

project from someone who is familiar with the project history, location 

and culture.  
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Some Questions for Discernment

a.  What are the details of the request?  

 ◆  How much money is involved?
 ◆  For what purpose?
 ◆  To whom will the money be sent?
 ◆  How will the congregation receive reports on the ministry 
   or project?

b.  Does the request benefit an individual family or a whole community?

c.  What is the nature of the relationship that sparked this request?  How  
 long have the parties concerned known each other and how much   
 experience have they had together?

d.  Is there a church body or organization that can speak to the context 
 into which this gift will flow and give counsel on the potential 
 impacts?

e.  What is the possibility that this emerging relationship might expand   
  into a long-term partnership between the congregation and the pro-
 posed project or ministry?

f.  How will the congregation be affected?

g.  What are the options available to the congregation and which is most  
 appropriate?

 ◆  Counsel the requesting individual against financial gifts.
 ◆  Encourage the individual to give privately.
 ◆  Offer an opportunity for the individual to share about the opportu-
      nity and solicit support from other members on a one-time basis.
 ◆  Pursue a deeper, longer-term relationship for the congregation with
      this first-time contribution acting as an initial bridge to broader 
      future involvements. 
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4.  Requests from other congregations to join in a common 
mission endeavor

 As congregations begin to be more directly engaged in cross-cultural 

mission, some are taking responsibility to be the “support center” for a 

particular ministry.  When several congregations work together in such 

an effort, it can be an effective way to create ownership and participation 

without placing undue burden on a single congregation.  

 It will be important to clarify what kind of support is being requested:

 ◆  a continuing, regular monetary commitment

 ◆  a one-time financial contribution

 ◆  little involvement in shaping the ministry

 ◆  full participation in the ownership of the ministry
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Some Questions for Discernment

a.  What is the relationship of the requesting congregation to the ministry?   
 Is it a full partner, a supporter, an advocate?

b.  What is being requested?  A one-time gift?  A long-term financial 
 commitment?  Joint ownership and support of the ministry?

c.  How does this opportunity fit with the mission goals of the 
 congregation?  

d.  Is this a good challenge for the congregation or something beyond the 
 capacity of the congregation to support?

e.  Will other mission efforts be cut back in order to participate in this 
 opportunity?

f.  What are the potential impacts on the relationship between the two   
 congregations?  (It could either be positive or problematic.)

g.  What is the nature of the proposed ministry and who will provide 
 support and direction to the mission workers?

h.  Is there an experienced mission organization providing counsel or   
 involved as a partner?

i.  Is there anyone in the congregation who will have the passion to 
 provide leadership for this mission connection?
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5.  Requests from international partners

 Requests of this nature have grown dramatically in number in the last 

decade and will almost certainly increase in the years to come.  Electronic 

communications and relatively cheap global travel, along with the emer-

gence of mature and astute churches around the world, are creating a 

web of relationships that is rapidly expanding.

 Many North American churches and individuals have a deep interest 

and desire to share financial resources with these international partner 

churches and mission organizations.  The need of the recipient is rarely in 

doubt.  What is more difficult to discern is the ultimate impact of money 

on the situation.  Experienced staff members at established mission orga-

nizations can give counsel to constituent churches about these relation-

ships and the potential impact of financial sharing across cultures.  

 Some international churches have become quite sophisticated in 

their ability to do fund-raising in the United States.  This is not necessar-

ily inappropriate.  North America does have significant financial capacity.  

Churches that work with U.S. church leadership to assure that their fund-

raising has integrity and to develop long-term partnerships rather than 

simply generating cash are to be welcomed and encouraged. 
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Some Questions for Discernment

a.  Who is making the request? 

b.  Whom do they represent and what other relationships do they have 
 in the United States?

c.  Are they part of the Mennonite World Conference family of churches?

d.  Does the church body in that country or region sanction the request?

e.  What are the details of the request?

f.  What are the expectations for continued relationship and partnership?

g.  Are there any U.S. church organizations that have experience and 
 counsel to offer in this case?

h.  Do other congregations (locally and/or regionally) have relationships  
 in the same area of the world?  Are they seeking financial support as  
 well? 

i.  How can any financial support be part of a healthy relationship based  
 on sharing gifts with mutual respect and consideration?

j.  What are the power dynamics at play in this request?

k.  Many of the questions in prior sections may apply here as well.
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6.  Requests from para-church mission organizations 

 Para-church organizations exist for a variety of reasons.  Some fill 

important niches not covered by denominational mission organizations.  

Some serve groups that don’t have their own mission organizations.  

Some emerge as the result of one individual’s vision and reflect the per-

sonal interests and agenda of that person.

 Congregations must ask themselves what this organization offers that 

their primary church-related mission organization does not.  There may be 

good reasons for engagement with para-church organizations along with 

the congregation’s primary mission relationships.  However, the congrega-

tion has a responsibility to determine who owns the organization, how 

the board is chosen, where its money comes from, how it is spent, what 

its theology is, and how it does mission.  In other words, giving money to 

a para-church organization requires a higher level of diligence.  The old 

saying is truer every day:  “Wise Christians give with their heads as well as 

their hearts.”
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Some Questions for Discernment

a.  Do we as a congregation have adequate information about the orga-  
 nization, including statement of purpose, financial reports, ownership, 
 board, and sources of support?

b.  Do we know other trustworthy people who have experience with   
 this organization and could give us a recommendation?

c.  Is the proposed ministry something that is best done with this organi- 
 zation rather than with the congregation’s primary mission organiza-
 tion?

d.  What is the organization’s philosophy of cross-cultural mission and   
 how does that compare to Anabaptist understandings of mission and  
 the church?

e.  What kind of relationship is expected and for how long?

f.  How will this relationship help to accomplish the missional priorities  
 and purposes of our congregation?
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7.  Primary mission agency requests — General, unrestricted 
contributions

 Congregations are well served by relating to a primary mission orga-

nization that they own and control through their selection of the board 

of directors.  For most Mennonite Church USA congregations, this is 

Mennonite Mission Network.  It is the organization that is charged with 

providing them with mission education and information and for provid-

ing mission consultation and training in partnership with area conferenc-

es.  Money given to Mennonite Mission Network provides these services 

along with a broad range of service learning opportunities for all ages. 

 A major portion of general contributions to Mission Network goes to 

support cross-cultural mission through workers and international partners 

in hundreds of locations.  If each of these ministries had to raise funds 

individually, it would waste thousands of hours and dollars.  General con-

tributions allow representatives at the Network to respond to ever-chang-

ing situations with flexibility and compassion, rather than being driven 

solely by what is attractive to donors and supporters with more limited 

access to information.
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Some Questions for Discernment

a.  Do members of the congregation understand where this money is   
 going and how it will be used?

b.  Is your congregation in tune with the philosophy and purposes of the  
 mission organization?

c.  Does the mission organization provide mission education and consul-
 tation services along with support for cross-cultural ministries?

d.  Does the mission organization report regularly on its activities?

e.  How does your congregation help members to participate in the work
 of this organization and feel ownership of the larger mission effort?

f.  How do you celebrate your general mission giving and consecrate it in  
 worship?
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8.  Primary mission agency requests — Special projects

 Each year Mennonite Mission Network authorizes a limited number of 

special projects and requests money for these projects from very limited 

audiences.  Only the amount contributed is disbursed.  These projects are 

time-limited and do not fit well into an annual operating budget.  Some of 

them are capital projects for church buildings that congregations choose 

to make a part of their own capital improvement campaigns.  Mennonite 

Mission Network supports this kind of first-fruits giving from congregations.
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Some Questions for Discernment

a.  Are there natural connections for this project in the congregation?

b.  Is this time-limited project related to a longer-term ministry presence  
 by Mission Network or other partners of the congregation?

c.  How can this project enhance enthusiasm for and understanding of   
 global mission in the congregation?

d.  Does the project time frame fit with plans to raise the money?

e.  Will this project be funded by special offerings, special events or as   
 part of another fund-raising effort?  (Many churches, for instance, tithe
  5 to 10 percent of their building fund contributions to build church   

 facilities in other countries.)
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9.  Primary mission agency requests — Support for 
particular workers

 Support for mission workers comes from many sources: employment 
earnings, general contributions, partnerships with other mission groups, 
congregationally based partnerships, congregationally based support net-
works and individuals.  
 Mission Network staff explores a variety of funding possibilities for 
workers who are accepted for an assignment that cannot be funded 
from general, unrestricted contributions.  In the past, when there was not 
enough money to send a worker, the worker simply did not go.  This still 
happens, but where there is significant congregational ownership in the 
ministry and support for the potential worker, congregations sometimes 
choose to share responsibility for funding the ministry without reducing 
their current mission giving.  It may require considerable time and energy 
to broaden ministry ownership in the congregation to the point where its 
members are ready to assume this kind of responsibility.
 Mennonite Mission Network does not ask workers to raise their 
own support.  As support teams within congregations work to raise this 
money, other nearby congregations and related individuals often receive 
funding requests for particular mission workers from members of these 
support teams.  When mission workers write letters or give presentations 
encouraging contributions to their ministries, it may seem as if the mis-
sion workers are raising their own support.  
 In fact, Mission Network bases deployment decisions on the coming 
together of a variety of funding sources:  its own budget, financial com-
mitments from other organizations, and contributions from congregations 
or area conferences that choose to take on this responsibility.  Mission 
Network does not believe it is in the best interests of the ministry, the 
worker, or the congregation to make the raising of financial support the 
responsibility of the mission workers.
 Many congregations are choosing to be more active in mission worker 
support through prayer networks, mission visits, and regular communi-
cation.  This is good for the ministry, the worker, and the congregation, 
whether contributions are part of general mission support or of a special 
funding commitment by the congregation that expands the church’s 
overall mission capacity.



MissioDei

33

Some Questions for Discernment

a.  What is the nature of the proposed ministry and who in the congrega-

 tion will lead the process of building ownership for the ministry?

b.  What level of commitment can the congregation sustain?  It is good to

  challenge a congregation to a new level of commitment, but not to   

 have unrealistic expectations.

c.  At what level will this relationship be owned: by a small group, 

 Sunday-school class, ad hoc group or the entire congregation?

d.  How can this relationship be developed so that other mission giving 

 does not decline?
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10.  Primary mission agency requests — Young people and 
others needing support for service learning assignments

 We can be thankful that many people — particularly youth and young 

adults — are choosing to participate in service learning assignments with 

MVS (Mennonite Voluntary Service), Service Adventure, RAD (Reaching 

and Discipling), DEO (Discipleship, Encounter, Outreach) and other 

mission training programs.  These ministry opportunities are supported 

largely by local funds and general contributions, but it is important for 

participants and their congregations to also participate in the costs of the 

assignments.  Ideally, this kind of involvement encourages more than a 

funding relationship between participants and their home congregations.  

 When a small congregation has several people participating in these 

programs at the same time, the financial expectations can stack up.  What 

was intended as a gesture of support can turn into an unwanted burden.  

It is completely appropriate for congregations to sit down with partici-

pants and their families and determine how the family and the congrega-

tion will share in the financial support.  Such support may include contri-

butions from existing funds or fund-raising activities.  Some congregations 

budget for this support to encourage members to volunteer for service 

learning opportunities.  If more support is needed, some scholarships 

are available from Mission Network for most service learning programs.  

Congregations need to remember that while programs have routine 

requests and procedures, administrators are always open to making adjust-

ments as they are able.
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Some Questions for Discernment

a.  Have members in the congregation been part of the discernment 
 process with the participant and his or her family?

b.  How will the congregation stay in contact with the participant during  
 the term of service?

c.  Who is best equipped to discuss the financial need with the participant 
 and family members?

d.  How much financial support should come from the participant, family,  
 congregation and individuals solicited by the participant?  How will   
 the congregation help the participant work at these issues?

e.  How will the congregation recognize this term of service?  A commis- 
 sioning? A prayer of blessing?  A time to report on the experience?
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