FOR THE SAKE OF THE GOSPEL

A Lenten Letter on Giving in the Church

 

Dear Brothers and Sisters,

 

Christianity has always seen almsgiving as one of the essential disciplines of the spiritual life. This is especially true in Lent when the soul is to be purified by the threefold discipline of prayer, fasting and almsgiving. The giving of money to those who have little or nothing was, and still is, one of the ways of dethroning the false gods, prime among whom has always been money.

In the Old Testament, almsgiving is closely associated with what we normally translate as “righteousness”, which means right relationship. To give to the poor was one of the most important ways of restoring right relationship in a world where relationships tend always to be skewed. For the Bible, all were equal under God; no-one had a right to more of the good things of the land than anyone else. The providence of God reached equally to all. Therefore, to give to the poor was not to do them a favour but to recognize their God-given right. It was giving them their due.  

In Australia during Lent Project Compassion is the Church’s prime way of giving alms. It is not only a way of restoring right relationship in a disordered world, but also a way of recognizing that we in this country are blessed by God and that God expects us to extend that blessing to others. We are blessed so that others may be blessed. Project Compassion – and almsgiving of any kind, according to Scripture – also brings its own reward in purifying the soul of the giver and in making atonement for sin. It is a reconciling sacrifice. That is why Christian almsgiving is different from secular forms of financial aid.

The New Testament makes it clear that the right handling of money is a vital part of the Christian life and that this involves more than almsgiving, however important that may be. There is the more general question of how the Christian is to use money. In part, the question was prompted by the fact that, in the early communities, there were both rich and poor. For the rich Christian, the question was: What duty do I have to give to the poor brothers and sisters? And for the poor Christian, the question was: What right do I have to make claims on the rich brothers and sisters? The general answer found in the Gospels is that money must be used to build bridges, not walls. It is to build right relationship, not aggravate wrong relationship.  

In this Archdiocese at this time, we need to think about how we use money. Money has always mattered in the Church – not for the sake of growing rich but for the sake of the Gospel. Who bankrolled Jesus as he travelled the Palestinian countryside on his mission? Who bankrolled St Paul in his large, complex and costly missionary work around the Mediterranean world? The proclamation of the Gospel has always cost money, and that is why money matters in the Church.  

The Archdiocese of Canberra and Goulburn is poor, though not insolvent. Normally the Catholic Church in this country is asset rich and cash poor. But we tend to be asset poor and cash poor. The Archdiocese has no investment portfolio and depends completely on the Catholic Development Fund for its financial survival. With the annual return from a well performing CDF, we are breaking even and no more. I might add that there is no well concealed bottomless pit of Church funds from which we can draw if necessary. We survive almost totally on what people give.

In recent years, fewer people have been coming to Church and this obviously affects income. Many of those who are still coming are on fixed incomes or receiving a pension, and this too has its effect on giving. In general, people are giving now what they gave 10 or 20 years ago, even though costs have risen considerably in that time.  

One of the paradoxes of the Archdiocese is that, on average, the rural parishes give more per capita than do the parishes of Canberra. This has remained true even through the last decade of drought that has been so devastating to farming.  The impression at times in the ACT is that Catholic people gave with great generosity through the 1960s and 1970s when there was a need to build churches and schools as Canberra grew. But once the churches and schools were built, there was perhaps a sense that the job was done and that the need to give had dwindled.  

Now we need a new giving in order to meet the challenge of building the future. This will involve not just the Archbishop, the Financial Administrator, the Archdiocesan Finance Council and the Parish Finance Councils. They all have their part to play, but securing our finances for the future is a task that belongs to us all.  

You may have heard of the proposed developments at the Favier House site in Braddon and the Cathedral precinct in Manuka. These two large and interrelated projects are self-funding, and they are important for the financial future of the Archdiocese. In developing the Braddon site, we hope to generate enough income to proceed with plans to develop the Cathedral precinct. Yet, however important these projects may be, it is what happens in parishes that will be more decisive.

It is perhaps worth recalling the purpose of the two collections at Mass. The first is for the support of the clergy of the Archdiocese, not just the priest or priests of the parish. This also includes support for the Archbishop, the Auxiliary Bishop, the Vicar General and their staff. The second collection is for the various works of the parish and the Archdiocese, and is often referred to as “sacrificial giving”, which implies that giving is meant to be a sacrifice rather than an offering of loose change.

One fact is that any parish in which the first collection for the support of the clergy yields less than $40,000 per annum cannot support a full-time residential priest. At present this applies to 16 parishes and the number is growing each year.  

Another fact concerns the Ecclesiastical Education Fund which supports the training of seminarians and the ongoing education of priests. This Fund currently holds what may sound like a lot of money. But the problem is that the Fund’s only income is the interest it generates. Yet our 10 seminarians alone are costing about $275,000 each year. On that basis, the Fund will run down dramatically in the years ahead. This is an urgent need, and I can only appeal to your generosity as we seek to build the future and provide the priests we need.

One practical suggestion is that you might consider a bequest to the Ecclesiastical Education Fund or to the Archdiocese more generally. In other dioceses, bequests are a vital source of income, but they have never been a major factor here. Now is the time perhaps for us to look more to bequests from people who wish to give for the sake of the Gospel and in a way that will reach beyond their death.  

The Church will always need the witness of someone like St Francis of Assisi to remind us of the liberating power of evangelical poverty. Yet the witness of Francis does not dismiss money as unimportant; on the contrary, it says that money matters and that it is dangerous. In this time of Lent, we see more clearly than ever that we need to use money in a way that does not enslave but sets free. Money needs to be put in its proper place. Money is for the sake of the Gospel, not the Gospel for the sake of money. May the God who is rich in mercy bless us all as we prepare through these days for Easter.

+ Mark Coleridge
Ash Wednesday 2011
 

