Theological Musings from Dave’s Laptop
December 3, 2019
Some of us may remember Charlie
Shedd’s two books to his children, Letters to
Philip and Letters to Karen. Written during the
60’s, they were best-selling wisdom from a
pastor (I think) to his kids.
I read both books several times in those
days, and I may still have them on a shelf
somewhere. One of the things I know I got from
Charlie Shedd was this advice to his children:
“Tithe 10%, Save 10%, and Spend the Rest
with Thanksgiving and Praise.”
My parents took tithing seriously, and
they made sure that Dan and I tithed everything we earned or received. Jill and I have
continued the practice of tithing, and I’d not miss the mark by much to say that I’ve tithed
every dollar I’ve ever received, thanks to my parents’ teaching and example.
We often use the phrase “tithes and offerings,” and both terms come from the Bible.
One of the most helpful definitions that I’ve seen of these two terms goes like this:
•

If you’re controlling where your money goes,
such as a designated offering for missions or in memorial, that’s an offering.

•

If you’re not controlling where your money goes,
as in undesignated gifts to the church’s general budget, that’s a tithe.

The main distinction has to do with “ firstfruits” and with control. The tithe is the first
tenth of “our increase” in acknowledgement that all that we have is held in stewardship for our
Lord, who is its Real Owner. Offerings are “over and above the tithe” gifts that we make as
expressions of gratitude to God for the blessings we enjoy.
The practice of tithing is prescribed in Scripture for several reasons: (1) it is obedient
to God’s command; (2) it acknowledges that ALL we have is God’s gift; (3) it provides for the
costs of corporate worship; (4) it helps to provide for the poor,
especially those in the household of faith; (5) it is
proportional, requiring “equal sacrifice.”
This was Jesus’ point when He called His disciples’
attention to the poor widow’s offering.1 The wealthier folk
were putting in a great deal more money than the widow did,
but they were not really giving very much, proportionally,
though they were making a big show of it all. The widow
put in a tiny amount of money, but it represented a huge,
sacrificial commitment to God. The idea is that each of us
needs to have a similar level of “skin in the game.”

1

Mark 12:41-44; Luke 21:1-4
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These days, we might add a sixth reason for giving
both tithes and offerings: that by so doing we help to push
back the Darkness in our world through our congregation’s
missions investments literally around the world.
You’ll be reminded of these investments and how
your gifts help to accomplish them when you examine
next year’s proposed budget that will come via email in the
next day or so. We’ll consider this proposal and adopt next
year’s budget at our Annual Business Meeting following
worship THIS Sunday.
I hope you’ll review the proposed budget carefully
and come prepared to consider it together. I also hope
you’ll review the level of your own stewardship and consider
growing at least one level on the chart below next year.
(And while you’re reviewing, please review where you are
with your planned giving for 2019 so we can end the year
with strength!).
Dave
P.S. I’ve also attached a stewardship Q & A from
Dr. Bill Hull, which is the best summary of “nuts & bolts”
stewardship that I think I’ve ever seen.
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A “HOW-TO-DO-IT” GUIDE
to Christian Stewardship
William E. Hull
Christian stewardship is unlike
secular fundraising in that it stresses the
spiritual significance of giving. Our
church has always emphasized the
religious implications of pledging to
support the annual budget, and we will
continue to do so this year. However,
there is a danger that in our idealism we
may concentrate entirely on motivation
and never bother to mention mechanics.
The irony is that our inspirational
approach may convince someone that they
should tithe but fail to provide them with
a practical procedure by which to
implement their newfound commitment.
I have been surprised in recent
years to discover how many veteran
church members have a host of
unanswered questions about the “nutsand-bolts” of how to determine the actual
number of dollars that should be
contributed to carry out a certain level of
stewardship commitment. I take these
sincere concerns as proof that we have not
been specific enough in spelling out clear,
simple guidelines for translating loyalty
into action.
One reason for a shortage of helpful
guidance is that the Bible is silent on
several issues raised by modern economic
practices. Most of the Scriptural
teachings on stewardship come from an
ancient era when agriculture was the main
source of income and goods rather than
currency was the basic medium of
exchange. Because of these differences,
our task is to apply the spirit of Biblical

stewardship to the structures of
contemporary American economic life.
What follows is not an “official” Baptist
position but is one pastor’s honest effort to
be true to divine norms in today’s world.
Since every individual’s situation is
different. I will not try to give general
rules but will tell you instead how I
personally deal with the issue raised.
Q: How do you determine the level of
your giving? Should the tithe still be
followed, or is this an Old Testament
practice that is now obsolete?
A: I am personally committed to tithe,
which means that I give 10% of my income
through the church to the cause of Christ.
The tithe is the only method for
calculating the amount of one’s giving that
is mandated by Scripture. As a
proportionate amount, rather than a fixed
amount, it is both fair and flexible as my
income increases or decreases.
Q: How does one calculate the tithe?
I know that a tithe means 10%, but to
what total is this factor applied?
A: Because the tithe is a regular method of
giving, not a one-time special contribution,
it applies primarily to current income.
This may be wages, salaries, interest,
dividends, pensions, annuities, royalties,
trusts, gifts—in short, disposable funds
from any source available for personal
use. To be technical, in my case this
means the total amounts reported on W-2
and 1099 forms for income tax purposes

This essay first appeared in the newsletter of the First Baptist Church of Shreveport, LA,
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plus the value of a housing allowance
which, for me as a minister, is tax exempt.
I realize that there are many complications
in individual cases, but for most people
not yet retired, the tithe should be on
what the Internal Revenue service calls
“Total Income” (line 22 of Form 1040), I
would not quibble if someone preferred to
use “Adjusted Gross Income (line 33 of
Form 1040), which allows for certain
exclusions. The point is simply to be
faithful with all that God has entrusted to
us.
Q: What about deductions withheld
from my paycheck? Should I tithe on
my total salary or only on my “takehome pay”?
A: Many deductions from my salary are
mandatory, such as withholding for
federal and state income taxes plus my
share of costs for various fringe benefits.
The fact that these charges are deducted
from my wages even before I receive them
does not change the fact that they are
expenditures by me for which I receive
direct or indirect benefits. I have
voluntarily chosen to spend these
amounts, even in the case of taxes
(by electing public officials who enacted
legislation requiring such payments). To
tithe only on what is left over is not to give
God’s work its rightful priority, therefore I
calculate the tithe on the full amount
earned before any deductions.
Q: What about tithing on capital gains
such as the growth in value of my home
or my investments?
A: I tithe on capital gains only if I convert
them into current income. When we sold
our home in Louisville for more than we
had paid for it, I did not tithe the “profit”
because it was immediately reinvested in a

home here in Shreveport and thus was not
available to me as current income. The
same is true of capital gains from
investments that are not taken in cash but
are reinvested. When my life is over, I will
have accumulated several possessions
worth more than what I paid for them, due
primarily to inflation. I plan to be a good
steward of these capital gains by at least
tithing the residue of my estate, i.e.
making a bequest of 10% or more to my
church or to other Christian causes.
Q: Do you tithe on monies paid into a
pension plan, Social Security, IRA, or
other such tax deferred or tax
deductible annuities?
A: No, for these funds are not current
income at my disposal but are deferred
income that will become available to me
only in retirement. Therefore, I plan to
tithe my pension and Social Security
income when it is received. This will give
me a way to continue contributing to my
church long after I have stopped earning
any salary.
Q: Is it ever right to give less than a
tithe? For example, should those with
very little income contribute less than
10% of it?
A: I began tithing as a child by
contributing five cents per week on a fiftycent per week allowance. After marriage,
my first full-time salary was $55 per week,
or $2,860 per year, from which my wife
and I tithed $286 per year. I have never
found it necessary to give less than a tithe,
regardless of how small my income,
primarily because I have always given the
first 10% to God and then lived off the
remaining 90% as far as it would go. I am
sure that if I waited to give the last 10% to
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God, there would never be enough left over
to make this possible.

bucket” in responding to all of the needs
about us.

Q: Is it ever right to give more than a
tithe? For example, should those with
a great deal of income contribute more
that 10% if it?

Q: Should all of the tithe go through
the church? What about worthy
charities recognized by the government
as qualifying for deductible gifts?

A: I find that ten percent is a fair share to
give God when there is only enough
income available to meet basic necessities
and provide a modest standard of living.
However, when discretionary income
above this level is available, one then has
the privilege of giving beyond the tithe (i.e.,
more than 10%). In terms of today’s
dollars [early 80’s], our family found it
possible to exceed the tithe when our
income reached about $25,000 per year.
The very wealthy who can meet all of their
needs with a small percentage of their
income should consider giving 50% or
more since otherwise the surplus might be
spent on needless luxuries or allowed to
accumulate without being put to good use.

A: I am a regular supporter of a host of
worthy charities, such as the United Way.
However, I do not give as much as I
otherwise might to some of these causes
because the needs they are designed to
meet are already being cared for by an
agency of my church. Other citizens, who
give little or nothing through churches
and synagogues, should use these public
charities as their primary channel of
expressing concern, and therefore give
more to them than I do. All of my
charitable donations are in addition to the
tithe, rather that taken from it, because I
want the church to have my full tithe in
undergirding those ministries which it
fulfills in the name and spirit of Christ.

Q: Should those with large incomes give
it all through the church? Does one
church need as much income as
wealthy tithers would produce?

Q: What about gifts to religious causes
outside the church, such as electronic
preachers (e.g., Billy Graham) or
parachurch organizations (e.g., Campus
Crusade)?

A: Although I have never had any wealth
to tithe, if I did have wealth I would give at
least 10% of it through the First Baptist
Church. Right now, our two million dollar
budget represents about 4% of our
members’ incomes. If all tithed, the
budget would be over five million dollars
per year. Only a small part of that
increase would be needed for local
expenses; most of the additional
contributions would go for missions and
benevolence. Our world is in such a tragic
predicament that, even if we had enough
wealth to support a ten million dollar
budget, it would be but a “drop in the

A: As with public charities, I give to
religious causes outside the church only
with funds available beyond the tithe
rather than taken from the tithe. Most
reputable religious groups emphasize that
they want only those contributions that do
not compete with one’s church. If our
local congregations fail, then our national
organizations will have nowhere to
channel their results. Our unified budget
provides an effective way for my tithe to be
distributed equitably to both local and
worldwide causes.
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Q: But what about special drives by
Baptist agencies, such as current
campaigns by New Orleans Seminary
and Louisiana College? Since these are
part of our denomination, should gifts
to them come out of my tithe?
A: A hard question on which one hears a
good bit of double talk. Consistent with
what has been said above, I do give to
these causes but not out of my tithe.
Why? Because my tithe through the
church budget is already supporting every
one of our Baptist agencies on an
equitable basis, whether at the local,
state, national, or international levels.
Only those who can and will give above
the tithe should get heavily involved in
these special campaigns.
Q: What about special offerings in our
own church (i.e., the World Mission
Offering and the Capital Offering)?
Should gifts to these drives come out of
the tithe?
A: Our two special offerings are designed
to challenge (1) those who do not tithe and
so need additional incentive to increase
their giving level; (2) those with a keen
interest in either of these causes who are
therefore willing to give to them above the
tithe; (3) those who have received
unanticipated income not included in
calculating their church pledge who would
like to use some of their extra financial
blessings in this fashion. Personally, we
give to both of these special offerings
beyond our tithe from funds that are “one
time” in nature, such as an honorarium
for some speaking or writing assignment.
Many people get an occasional “bonus”
which they like to share in some special
way, rather than adding it to their regular
gifts, and these special offerings provide
such an opportunity.

Q: What about using part of my tithe to
support members of my family or other
needy individuals? Since these are
benevolent gifts, could they count as
part of the tithe?
A: My wife and I have needed to support
certain members of our families ever since
we were married. We have been glad to do
this in gratitude for all that our families
have contributed to our lives. But we have
never considered this support as a part of
our tithe because we have never wanted
our relatives to be viewed as competitors
of our church. Nor do we think that our
relatives would be as grateful for our
support if they knew that it was depriving
our church of needed funds. We probably
would have provided this family support
even if we had not been Christians, thus
we want to be at least as conscientious as
unbelievers in caring for our families while
at the same time being equally
conscientious as believers in caring for our
church. The same applies, in our
thinking, to other needy individuals whom
we help.
I hope that these answers have been
useful to you. If you have other questions
in this area let me know, and I will be
happy to work with you in finding a
workable solution.
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