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Terri Hord Owens: Welcome to another edition of 
Imagine with Me where I get to speak with leaders and 
innovators across the life of the church. I am so glad 
that you're here with me today. And today, I have one 
of my dear colleagues, the Rev. Bruce Barkhauer, 
Executive Director of the Disciples Center for Faith and 
Giving, a ministry for the whole church that is affiliated 
to the church through the Office General Minister and 
President. So Bruce, thank you so much for spending 
this time as we imagine together. Thanks for joining me. 
 
Bruce Barkhauer: Well, thanks Terri,  it's my privilege to be with you today and I never pass up 
an opportunity to talk about the work that I do, because I have the best job in the church. I 
teach generosity for a living. So what could be better than that?  
 
THO: Exactly. And you always say that, that you have the best job in the church and anybody 
who's spent any time with you or in one of your sessions, understands how authentic that joy 
and that passion around understanding generosity as a spiritual discipline is Bruce. We might be 
amazed but there are Disciples who may not know what the Center for Faith in Giving is and 
what that work is, would you just orient us and share about your work? And what's the mission 
and purpose of the Center for Faith and Giving? And what does it do in the life of our church? 
 
BB: Well, we were established by the church to create a culture of generosity across the life of 
the whole church. That's, that's the vision through which the Center was born in our mission, 
then became to provide resources to the church that teach stewardship as a spiritual discipline 
to think about it as a whole life response to the sufficiency and grace of a very generous God. 
And so that's the mantel around which our work is cast and how we function for the church. 
That's our self understanding. 
 
If you will, that, that stewardship is spiritual discipline it's a part of faith formation. And so we 
provide resources to help churches, teach that for pastors to be able to preach on that. And 
then more intimate work with congregations through a program we call Generosity Plus to 
come alongside internally specifically with a congregation to assess and understand their own 
practices around stewardship, particularly as they relate to finance and financial practices best 
practices, but also around the culture and environment in which a congregation can flourish, 
especially in the matters of generosity to support their mission and ministry. 
 



THO: Amen, I think what you just said about the context of the ministry, right? What are those 
environmental factors that allow them that generosity to flourish to support their ministry. Do 
you have some good stories that you could share with us about when generosity has made a 
difference in how congregations have perhaps reimagined what that actually means in the 
difference, it can make for their ministry, you know. 
 
BB: It's fun. As I say, I have this great job of teaching generosity and it's great to be in a room 
with people when you can just sort of see the light come on and a whole set of things that they 
have sort of known and understood get connected for them and there's so much power that is 
released at that moment with congregations. We hear of folks who are using our resources, 
who, who tell us, you know, you know, we hadn't done a campaign. We don't even really like to 
use that language anymore. We really talk more about a stewardship invitation, but who 
haven't done that kind of intentional work for several years, maybe decades, and they use 
these resources, and they come back and tell us the tremendous results they get, which isn't 
just about increasing the amount of money—that's the sidebar. The reality is that increases the 
resources they have to do mission and ministry, to fulfill their calling as a congregation. The joy 
that comes from that, the power they feel in that's delightful. And every congregation we 
strengthen we strengthen the whole witness of the church. Every person for whom the light 
goes on about generosity as a part of their spiritual practice is additional transformative power 
of the Gospel that's released. And so that's where we live. If and when we hear congregations 
being able to do things, they didn't imagine they could do when those resources are unlocked—
it's pretty exciting. 
 
THO: I think one of the things that really inspires me about the work that you do is part of the 
Center for Faith and Giving and you were the inaugural and only director, so this ministry has 
really taken shape because of your vision and commitment to it, but when we look at the work 
that we do in church as though we're just a 501c3 club, right? And pay your dues or make your 
pledges as though its dues to an organization, then we get caught in something that lacks life 
and is not guided by Spirit. And for me that is, you know, giving as a spiritual discipline for the 
work of ministry, not dues-paying and I always struggle even with the idea that we pledge 
right? Or have these, these campaigns. It should be something that we're just invited to do all 
the time. What are some of the tools and resources that the Center offers you spoke a little bit 
about Generosity Plus but what's the process look like? When you're going to go and meet with 
a congregation or region? Take us through what it might look like to work with you and the 
kinds of things that you would engage a congregation in. 
 
BB: Well, our first moment with a congregation is to sit and listen. What are they concerned 
about? What are they anxious about? What are they hopeful for? What is it they’d like to be 
able to accomplish? Because vision is the key driver for success. The church has to know who it 
is and who they are in relationship to what God has called them to do. What's their imaginative 
process for fulfilling God's will for them and their community, and their wider witness in the 
world? So we want to take time to listen and see if that's clear. Sometimes when a 
congregation is having issues with getting resources to move to mission they're struggling with 
the clarity of that vision. We also want to listen to how leaders are engaged and what their 



deep commitment is to what the church is doing. Because without the leadership engaged and 
invested the rest of it really doesn't have chance. 
 
So, we spend some time listening, then we want to look at the last five years of their giving 
history and their income streams. What are some areas that could be strengthened whether 
other opportunities for them in partnership? What's ahead for them? For some congregations 
there's a not an acute awareness of five years from now, if things don't change, this is when 
things look like. And so we want to give a realistic yet hopeful picture of that, and when we do 
that, and we do some analysis. We do what we call a generosity analysis, where we look 
demographically at the gifts and where they come from, and what age groups, and what 
leadership is invested etcetera, then we know where some soft spots are where we know we 
need to strengthen and spots we need to celebrate. And maybe additional conversations we 
need to have turned toward legacy giving and other opportunities in the future. We want to 
look at the policies and practices of the congregation. Are they set up to facilitate generosity? Is 
there an environment of trust that the congregation is transparent? And reports well, about 
what it's doing. Does it communicate well about what it is they do and why it matters? You see, 
that's the key that unlocks a lot of potential in congregations is when people understand what a 
difference their ministry makes in the world and their community in the lives of the people they 
sit in the pews with. When that happens then the conditions you see are right for next steps.  
 
So we want to check, we want to see how often is the preacher preaching on generosity and 
stewardship. It should be more than just the time of the annual campaign. Are we teaching it in 
Sunday School? Is there an expectation that is a part of this community that we practice 
stewardship which isn't just dollars, right? It's the faithful management of all these aspects of 
our life, but it does include the practice of generosity in the commitment to grow in that 
generosity, you know, folks say well, I am a tither and that's awesome. That is super, but you 
realize biblically that's the floor, not the ceiling of where God calls us to be. 
 
THO: My home pastor always used to say that tithing is the floor, not the ceiling.  
 
BB: Yeah. So are you committed to helping people understand the idea of growing? Every year 
that the capacity is there to do that in there giving it and again, not just their money and their 
time and investment and sharing of the Gifts and skills that God has gifted them with the 
spiritual gifts. We want to look at all of those pieces, and then we can make further 
recommendations about next steps. We’ll help walk them through their annual ask, and we’ll 
help create a narrative budget. That's one of the tools we bring with us about how to tell our 
story. This amazing story of what you're doing and people want to know that. They are more 
interested in how lives are being changed than how much you spend on toilet paper and 
utilities. And yet we can get bogged down in those things, which are really secondary to what 
God has called us to do our buildings are platform for mission. That's why they exist. And so, 
how do we best utilize them that way? And help people understand that we're not just paying a 
utility bill, but we're facilitating a healing process where in an AA meeting or we’re growing 
young men and women in the scouting program or whatever. It is that we're doing where our 



facilities being used. When the community comes into use these facilities. How that's helping us 
do what God's called us to do. 
 
But you know, bottom line for me, is that this is we always start with Bible. I just started a 
generosity consultation with a congregation in Ohio, and we had a weekend where I came in 
and listened on a Friday night to the leadership and then on Saturday, the whole church was 
invited to come for Bible studies, and we did a two hour Bible study because none of this makes 
sense if it's not grounded in scripture. We were just another 501 wonderful philanthropic 
organization. 
 
THO: That's right. 
 
BB: And so we grounded in scripture and that changes everything. So we want people to 
understand that and to look at the multi-dimensional aspects of stewardship that our Earth 
care and self care and sabbath observation. And by the way, the E-word evangelism. We are 
stewards of The many-colored graces of God. We know this great story of God's love for us, 
which is unending. And, and we need to tell that story. We're stewards of that message that 
God's love is stronger even than death itself. As Paul reminds us in Romans 8, and of course, 
then the faithful management of our resources, all of the things that come into our sphere of 
influence and it's biblically grounded stewardship, really answers the existential questions 
we're all faced with us human beings. 
 
If you really look at the Genesis 1 poem and even the parts of the second chapter of Genesis, in 
the stories in the garden, we are called to be stewards, that's our vocation. It's our identity in 
Genesis 2:15 we’re to serve and protect the garden, right, which is not only so the garden will 
flourish but by the way, we depend on the garden and it’s in our own self-interest to take care 
of the garden. In Genesis 1, this idea that were created in the image of God with dominion over 
all the things that God has created is about ruling. In the world, exercising our power in the 
world in the way that God does in the cosmos for the benefit of all things so that all things will 
flourish. 
 
So stewardship, to me understanding existentially, that's my vocation and my identity lived out 
the way that Genesis 1 imagines it how God imagines the relationships to be. It means I can't be 
racist. It means I can't horde. It means I can't take by force that which doesn't belong to me. It 
impacts all the dimensions of human community when we understand our role to be steward 
because my job is to make sure that you flourish. 
 
I don't get everything I want in that scenario, but I get everything I need in that scenario and 
that's the beauty of this. And again, why I say I love this work. And beside that generosity 
makes you healthier. It is proven fact, Christian Smith and a team at Notre Dame have been 
doing a study for the last decade, and they published a wonderful book on the Paradox of 
Generosity. That really the more we give away, the more we have, that's the nature of God's 
economy, but people who practice, generosity are happier, healthier have a more positive 
outlook, and they sleep better.  



THO: Imagine that! 
 
BB: Its for your own good to be generous. 
 
THO: I think it's important what you said about, you know, and people can get caught up or 
even distracted by that idea of what the dominion is that you're talking about in Genesis 1, but 
the fact that it's for the benefit of all, for the flourishing of all that there is enough, right? We 
operate so often with an almost a theology of scarcity and so we want to hoard and keep what 
we have when the reality is if we, I always like the John Dominic Crossan has when he talks 
about the story of the Loaves and Fishes the multiplication of the Loaves and Fishes. He says it's 
not a miracle. It's a parable of what happens when take God's research, take what we have, and 
we allow God to bless it, and then we distribute it according to Jesus’s priorities. Jesus could 
have waved a magic wand or whatever and made all that happen. But he said, what do you 
have right? And now go and share it. And take it. And miraculously there was not only enough 
they all were full, but there were baskets left over. So from this little, you know, five loaves and 
two fish from this little amount.  
 
So I think about our whole church dynamic with Disciples Mission Fund. And we have an Easter 
offering coming up which as you know, will benefit the General Ministries of the church, but it 
would be a different world if every congregation gave something to Disciples Mission Fund, 
which also funds the work for the Center for Faith and Giving. So it's not a matter of us looking 
for huge amounts of money from congregations. It's what you have and your faithfulness and 
sharing that, if everyone does that, then we have abundance in a way that simply meets helps 
us to meet more needs and it is a great witness to God's generosity to us all. I think that's 
another example of what if everybody just gave something, right? We could literally shift the 
financial picture of the money that we have to do mission and to fund our General Ministries to 
support the work that happens in regions etc.  
 
BB: That's absolutely correct. And, and it's a part of leadership, you know, earlier on, I 
mentioned that, you know, we talked about where our leaders invested, one of the things that 
we believe that congregations should do in their annual ask is that the board should first offer 
their commitments, what they plan to do so that when the ask is given to the congregation 
whoever is making that ask has the opportunity to say, ‘I want you to know that our board is 
100% in. We have all made a commitment and now we invite you to join us.’ That's a very 
powerful thing and, and honestly, can you imagine any non-profit board you have ever served 
on not giving you a pledge card and saying you have to give in order to be on board? Most 
winning agencies, won't give the money if the whole board isn't 100% invested.  
 
THO: And that's right. That's right.  
 
BB: That's in the secular world, how much so for us? So we want to offer what we have as a sign 
of Covenant commitment? We're in relationship together, and to remind ourselves that in the 
presence of Jesus. There's always enough right when that's offered. There's always more than 
enough. Not saying it. Local stories.  



THO: Exactly of just giving sharing with what you have from the Widow at Zarephath today. I 
did the Five Loaves and Fishes and just sharing what you have, God is able to multiply. And I 
think quite often we operate in some, you know, we have to fight the whole prosperity gospel 
stuff that's out there. God doesn't always send you checks in the mail that's not how it works. 
The theology of provision and abundance to meet your need. Abundance is not measured 
always in dollars and cents, but abundance is having enough to flourish right having enough 
already.  
 
BB: We give from what we already have received. We could be from the blessing. We have not 
to coax some additional blessing out of God is as if we had to satisfy God in some way, right. 
We're giving from the tithe that is received from what is already present in the community, 
how God has already blessed them. That's where the prosperity gospel gets it all wrong. And it's 
no gospel at all. It's in the hands of the capricious God who may or may not be satisfied with 
whatever you have sent in that may or may not bless, where the God of Israel and the God of 
the church is blessing immediately, and we respond to that blessing, and it's about gratitude 
our generosity is imparted gratitude for what we have received from a God, who blesses 
abundantly who provides for us before we even ask. 
 
THO: Amen. Amen. That's what's so wonderful about Ephesians tells us God will do it 
exceedingly, abundantly above all that we can ask or think and that's the graciousness and 
abundance of God's goodness. Bruce, as we prepared it to wrap up our conversation, why do 
you think the spiritual practice of generosity is so important? As we are, as we continue to talk 
about, imagining a new church for, for a new world and that new reality of our living into who 
we say we are as a church, why is generosity so important as a spiritual practice? 
 
BB: Because it changes the world. It changes us in the process of giving we get blessed beyond 
measure when we do it just because that's how it works but it changes the world. When it 
comes to the financial piece, how we spend our money matters, what we do with the resources 
we have impacts the world and everyone in it. And so the judicious proper use of those 
resources, the thoughtful discipline, guiding of those resources to be released into the world to 
do good changes the world, that's why it matters. 
 
THO: Amen. Changing the world. I mean, we could do that. We actually can do that. We can do 
that with God. All things are possible and if we're all contributing and participating in God's 
transformation of the world, we can certainly change the world. That's a great way to close our 
conversation as we imagine who we must be as a new church in a new world that our 
generosity can indeed change the world.  
 
Disciples, I want to remind you that the Easter offering which supports the General Ministries of 
the church and that includes the work of the Center for Faith and Giving will be taken in 
congregations April 10th and 17th of this year, won't you be all in? And contribute just as you 
would in your congregation no matter what it is you can contribute, contribute something. If all 
of our congregations contribute something we can literally change the world and change the 



way in which our General Ministries are able to support the work of congregations, as well as 
transforming the communities in which we all live in serve. 
 
So, thank you, Bruce for reminding us, inspiring us that spiritual generosity is a spiritual 
discipline. We must be biblically grounded and open to the move of God as we do this work 
together, and we all have to be in so, thank you for your time today. 
 
Disciples, thanks for being with me again for another episode of Imagine with Me. I hope that 
you will look at the resources available to you through the Center for Faith and Giving and see if 
there might be an opportunity for Bruce to work with your congregation, your region, your 
ministry to explore how these principles of generosity can make it possible to do what God has 
called you to do. We're so grateful for the work that he does across the life of the church.  
 
So remember, disciples God loves you and so do I. I will see you on the next episode of Imagine 
with me. God bless. 
 


