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Mission support: The lifeblood
of the ELCA

By Robert C. Blezard

Maybe we should say, “God’s work. Our hands ... and our money!”
Church is not and should not be all about money, and yet financial
resources are necessary to accomplish the important work God

calls us to do in our communities, our nation and the world.
Mission Support that flows from congregations to synods and to our

churchwide organization funds the ministries we all value so highly.

Exercise 1: Mission Support—huh?
Give your study group a pop quiz: What is Mission Support anyway?

Let everyone share their ideas before considering this explanation

from elca.org/missionsupport: “As members of the ELCA, our faith in

a loving God frees us to be generous and to boldly participate in God’s
work in the world. Stewardship is no longer simply about paying the
church’s bills. It is about how congregations can together live out God’s
call to love our neighbor. We are open to the Holy Spirit’s invitation to
participate in and contribute to God’s work in the world using all of the
gifts that God has entrusted to our care. Mission Support—the portion of
offerings that ELCA congregations share with synods and the churchwide
organization—unites us in this vital, life-giving work.”

* Asyou read this passage, what phrases and concepts stand out? Why?

¢ How does your congregation understand itself to be part of a regional
church through your synod? What are you accomplishing together
that your congregation could not do on its own?

¢ How does your congregation understand itself to be part of a national
and international church through our churchwide organization? What
are we accomplishing together that your congregation and synod
could not do on their own?

¢ For what reasons is it important that your congregation fits into an
organization that reaches well beyond your local community?

e  Why is Mission Support important for our ministry together?

Exercise 2: Mission ministries
Do you know all of the various ministries, partnerships and outreach
that your Mission Support makes possible in your synod and through
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Study guide: Mission Support continued

our churchwide organization? How well? As a study group, peruse your
synod’s website to explore the ministries it operates or partners with.
Make a list of the ministries. For each, briefly note:

¢ What is the mission of the ministry?
* How is it “God’s work. Our hands.”?
*  Where does it operate?

¢ Whom do they reach, and how?

Now do the same thing with the churchwide website. Start with the key
Mission Support categories listed at elca.org/missionsupport

(new ministries, new leaders, global work, fighting poverty and promoting
justice). While looking at the page for each category, browse some of the
links, especially on the menu bar at the left, to get a deeper view of the
breadth of ministries.

* What is the mission of the ministry?
¢ How is it “God’s work. Our hands.”?
* Where does it operate?

e  Whom do they reach, and how?
When done, discuss:

® Were you surprised at how much your synod and churchwide
organization accomplish with your help? Why or why not?

®  Which ministries did you find most interesting? Most touching? Most
creative? Most in line with your understanding of what God is calling
us to do in the world?

¢ What do these ministries together say about the witness of Lutherans
in your area and our world?

®  Why are they worth maintaining through your congregation’s
Mission Support?

Exercise 3: Mission Support, aka ...

Some Lutherans may be confused about Mission Support because

it’s sometimes called by different names, such as apportionment,
benevolence—or even head tax. Those terms might have been used by the
ELCA’s predecessor Lutheran bodies, but since its founding in 1988 our
denomination has used “Mission Support” to describe the undesignated
funds that congregations provide for the ministries of the synod and
churchwide organizations.

e What term does your congregation use for the undesignated money it
passes on to your synod? If it’s not Mission Support, how did that term
come into use? Why do you keep it?
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Study guide: Mission Support continued

e Discuss what the different names say about the funds congregations
give to the wider church.

¢ What does “apportionment” mean in a non-church context? How is
it most commonly used? What is apportionment usually based on? If
congregations use apportionment to describe the money they provide
for the synodical and churchwide organizations, what does it mean
then? What would be the basis for apportionment in a church? Is that
how the ELCA tells congregations to calculate Mission Support?

e Whatis the ordinary, non-congregational definition of “benevolence”?
What ministries or contributions does your congregation fund out
of true “benevolence”? Is the money you send for the wider church
truly motivated by a sense of benevolence? Explain. What might be a
truer motivation?

® Mission Support is the term the ELCA uses for the undesignated
contributions that congregations give to the wider church. What does
the term mean?

¢ Explore: What mission does God give to our church as congregations
serve their communities, synods serve their region, and the
churchwide organization serves our nation and world? How do a
congregation’s undesignated financial contributions support that
mission? Why is Mission Support a more accurate term than either
apportionment or benevolence?

Exercise 4: How much?

Mission Support is usually measured in dollars contributed as a
percentage of the congregational budget. So if your congregation’s
budget is $200,000, then a $10,000 contribution in Mission Support would
be 5 percent.

Unlike many other mainline denominations, the ELCA does not have a set
amount it expects from every congregation. It’s up to the congregations

to decide how much to provide. Today the average congregational
contribution is 5.6 percent, which is down from about 10 percent when
the ELCA was formed in 1988.

* Some congregations strongly suggest their members tithe—give
10 percent of their income. Does your congregation suggest that
members tithe (or give specific percentage of their income to the
church)? Why or why not? What would be the pros and cons?

® Should congregations require their members to tithe? What might be
some likely reactions and consequences if congregations issued such a
mandate? Is it better for congregations to simply suggest but not require
a tithe? Explain.
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Should the ELCA strongly suggest that congregations tithe their budget
to the wider church through Mission Support? Why or why not? What
would be the pros and cons?

Should the ELCA require congregations to tithe their budget to the
wider church? What might be some likely reactions and consequences
if such a mandate were made? Is it better for the ELCA to simply
suggest a tithe, but not require it? Explain.

In discerning an amount to contribute in Mission Support, what
factors should congregational leaders weigh?

As a percentage of its budget, how much does your congregation give
to the wider church in Mission Support? How does it compare to the
ELCA average of 5.6 percent? Is it sufficient? Why or why not?
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