
Sustainable 
and Vital 
Congregations: 
Discerning and 
Planning for the Future 



Why? 
1 Peter 2: 4-9 Come to Christ, a living stone, though rejected 
by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, and like 
living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to 
be a holy priesthood . . . You are a chosen race, a royal 
priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that 
your may proclaim the might acts of the one who called you 
out of darkness into marvelous light 

John 21:15 . . . Simon, son of John, do you love me more 
than these?  Yes, Lord, you know that I love you. Jesus said 
to him, “Feed my sheep.”  



Challenges 

• Declining financial resources 

• Increasing costs 

• Shifting Culture 

• Needs of our neighbors 

• Advocating alternative values



Facing Reality
Discerning our Purpose 

• Financial realities and challenges

• Aging buildings – maintenance, insurance

• Always keeping in mind our purpose – to 
participate in God’s mission in the world

• This is Christ’s church – not ours.  The Holy Spirit 
has breathed us into existence.

• Discernment



Budgeting and 
Use of Funds



Agenda

• Budgeting process

• Budgets

• Sustainability

• Operating Reserves



Budgeting

Purposes for preparing a budget:

• Ensure support for 
congregational objectives

• Communication

• Transparency

• Internal controls



Budgeting Process

Committees •Determine needs for the coming year
•Forwards their budgets to the budget committee

Budget or 
Finance 

Committee

•Gathers input from committees
•Review with committees
•Prepare income estimate
•Prepares balanced budget
•Presents to Council

Council
•Reviews budget
•Makes adjustments as necessary
•Presents to Congregation

Congregation •Discusses and approves at 
Annual Meeting



Budgeting Process –
Budget or Finance Committee

• Break-out into more steps, details of the work of the Budget/Finance 
Committee

• Includes types of budgets

• Determining a forecast giving amount

• The typical budget % breakout



Types of Budgets

• Types of budgets:

• Program/Narrative

• Line Item

• Zero-based

• Unified

• Capital Program



Determine an Income Forecast
Information to include:

• What happened this year

• Sources of income:
• Unrestricted member giving
• Restricted member giving: pass-through (perhaps broken-out by 

types of restriction, such as ELCA World Hunger; food pantry; 
locally supported institution, etc.)

• Building fund
• Capital drives
• Space rental (often broken out by major types of rental, such as 

weddings, local outside organization that rents on a regular basis)
• Interest and earnings on investments



Typical Expense Percentages

Staff Salaries
50%

Building Costs
30%

Giving & 
Missions

10%

Savings
9%

Outreach
1%



Sustainability

• Living within your means
• Discipline to control expenses to match anticipated 

income
• Identification of additional sources of income

• Prioritization – budget tiers
• Identify at the beginning of the year those areas that 

would be reduced first, if necessary
• Identify spending that will not occur, unless the money is 

available for it



Sustainability

• Contingency Planning
• Across the board cuts
• Targeted cuts
• Operations, Process, or Technology-driven cuts
• Other factors:

• Nature of the deficit
• Budget development rules
• Timeline for achieving desired results
• Risk of failure
• Impact on related ministry partners
• Quality of information

• Banking relationships
• Communication of reductions



Operating Reserves

What are operating reserves?
• Operating reserves are unrestricted fund balances. They are similar to retained 

earnings or equity in other businesses. Refine delivery style

• Operating reserves provide a cushion to help an organization survive lean 
periods and any unexpected events that could deplete funds



Operating Reserves

What is the appropriate level of operating reserves?

There is no pre-defined answer to this question, but following are a few factors that congregations should take 
into consideration:

• When income is derived primarily from a predictable, broad-based membership or body of contributors, 
the level of operating reserves may generally be lower than if income is derived primarily from a few 
large contributions

• If cash flow is irregular, operating reserves should generally be higher than if cash receipts are 
consistent throughout the year.

• If expenses are primarily fixed or predictable, reserves can generally be lower
• If the congregation owns fixed assets or equipment that is likely to require renewal or replacement, 

operating reserves may need to be higher
• Reserves should be higher for congregations with long-term debt, payables and deferred income

Most non-profit organizations maintain an operating reserve of approximately 30% of their annual operating 
budget, or enough to cover all expenses if income completely ceased for three to four months.



Thank you



Line-Item Budget



Narrative 
Budget


	Sustainable and Vital Congregations: Discerning and Planning for the Future  
	Why? 
	Challenges 
	Facing Reality�Discerning our Purpose 
	Budgeting and Use of Funds
	Agenda
	Budgeting
	Budgeting Process
	Budgeting Process – �Budget or Finance Committee
	Types of Budgets
	Determine an Income Forecast
	Typical Expense Percentages
	Sustainability
	Sustainability
	Operating Reserves
	Operating Reserves
	Thank you
	Line-Item Budget
	Narrative Budget

