Giving
Thought
To a
Narrative
Budget
A starting point for
re-tooling the
Church Budget.
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Some Questions You May Have

What is a Narrative Budget?
A Narrative Budget tells the story of how your church practices
good stewardship of the gifts entrusted to it. It provides a vision of
where the church hopes to be in the coming budget cycle.

Why use a Narrative Budget?
A Narrative Budget gives a vision of ministry rather than just a
spreadsheet of line items. It reflects how the congregation spends
its time, talent, and treasure rather than paying the bills.

Do we get rid of our Line Item
Budget?
The financial decision makers of your congregation still need to
build and use a line item budget. In fact, a line item budget completes the first step in creating your narrative budget. You also
want to make copies of the approved line item budget available to
members who like to see that level of detail.

Will the congregation really go
for this change?
Every congregation differs and the responses may vary. In a trustfilled congregation, most members empower the leadership with
handling the details and just want the big picture. Members want
assurance their contributions matter and the leadership uses them
wisely. See page 10 for more thoughts.
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Getting Started
The set of steps below provides an overview of the work needed for determining the
financial resources needed for each ministry area. Please find a worksheet at the back
of the booklet for creating your own checklist and timeline and expense allocations.

Step 1:

Present the concept of a Narrative Budget to church
leadership.
Introduce your leadership to the concept of a narrative budget
to see if it is time to try this.

Step 2:

Create a line item budget.
The leadership creates and uses the line item budget for calculating the resources needed for each ministry area.

Categorize ministry areas.
Step 3:

Step 4:

Grouping ministries into five to ten larger categories streamlines the budget and aids in comprehension. If you create a
“Salaries” or “Miscellaneous” category, keep working.

Allocate line items to ministry areas.
Many line items fall completely under one area of ministry.
Color coding the line item budget aids in calculating the financial resources expended by each ministry. For example, communion wafers fall 100% under the ministry area of Worship.
The next steps outlines the line items falling across more than
one category. The figure below shows color-coding of the line
item budget.1
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Step 5:

Allocating line items across ministry areas.
Each staff member completes an audit of their time to allocate
across the ministry areas. What percent of the work time is
spent on each area? Calculate a dollar amount using the complete compensation package for each employee, i.e. include
line items for benefits and continuing education, multiplied by
the percentage for each area. The same audit is done for building use. All of the line items pertaining to the building are totaled and portioned among the ministry areas.

Step 6:

Calculate Totals.
Calculate the total dollar amount needed for each ministry
area. From the totals calculate the percentage of the total
budget needed by each ministry area.1
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Telling Your Story
Telling stories permeates all aspects of the life of the church. Still storytelling remains
disconnected from budget talks for many churches today. Narrative budgeting connects the congregation’s story of doing God’s work together with the resources
needed. As you look at the allocation of money to each of the ministry areas in your
congregation, you begin asking the questions, “Does this reflect how our time is spent
as well? Are we using our financial resources in the best way?” Working through this
process offers some real “ah-ha” moments. At the very least it starts some conversations even if you find your time and financial resources well-aligned.
As the leadership looks at the results of time and money expenditures, stories come to
mind. It might be a story of how a new ministry took off and fuels the passion of many
in the congregation. It could be a story of the tradition offered by a ministry equipping
the next generation. The stories generated give an explanation of the importance of
each ministry and why it needs continued support both with time and financial resources. For newcomers and long-time members the stories offer a glimpse into the
life of the congregation they may not have known about.
In our culture worthwhile causes bombard us with stories touching our heart. Fortunately, the church doesn’t compete directly with all of the causes out there, but we can
learn from the storytelling practices of other non-profits. Sharing the story of God’s
work impacts the hearts of its people. Last fall my pastor made an appeal for $200 to
for the school district to buy school supplies for children unable to afford them. He
stood outside the sanctuary after worship and members handed him cash as they left.
The total amounted to over $400. The story touched the heart of the congregation and
resulted in an outpouring of generosity.
The stories need to be told over and over again in many different ways to be heard.
Within your narrative budget you will want to find a creative way to tell your story. Pictures from your ministries make a powerful impact in sharing your stories. The graph
below shows how each dollar of General Fund offering is divided among the ministry
areas of the church. The graph is simple, yet tells a powerful story.1
Global and Local
Mission
38%

Where each dollar
of your offering
goes….

Faith Formation
19%

Support
18%
Stewardship
7%
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Worship and
Music
18%

Setting Goals
If telling the stories connects the ministry to the budget, then telling the vision for the
future becomes the next logical connection. Outlining a vision for the coming year with
clear goals lays a foundation for the proposed financial goals.
You want your goals to engage members into good stewardship. Fashion your goals in
such a way that says, “This church is up to great things in God’s kingdom. We really
want you to be a part of it with your time, talent, and treasure.” The goals should be on
a congregational level, not just the goals of the stewardship team or what the leadership plans to accomplish. Each ministry needs a vision for the future and the resources
needed for progress. If your budget requires approval by the entire congregation, then
the entire congregation should be approving the goals as well. A yes vote or providing
consent means that I plan to support these ministries and have a part in reaching the
goals.
Anytime you are setting and reporting goals it is good to remember to:
• Make sure they fit the mission of the ministry and the church
• Make sure they are attainable
• Make sure the total number of goals is manageable
• Make sure they are inclusive
• Make sure they are clearly worded.
Your narrative budget does not need to contain a goal or set of goals for each ministry
group. Many ministry groups have a well-established mission and purpose that is working and will continue to work . Everyone knows what to expect from that ministry year
to year. Think of setting goals that will challenge the congregation to dream dreams
with an eye on growth and progress.
The 2012 Major Expense Proposal by Major Purpose on the ELCA web site shows an
example of tying ministry purpose and goals to financial goals.2 For each major purpose area the document includes the ELCA Constitutional Provisions fitting for each
purpose, a set of bullet points outlining the plan to be accomplished under each purpose, and the dollar amount proposed for each purpose.
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Putting It All Together
You calculate the numbers, you gather the stories, and you set your goals, then what?
The final step puts the narrative budget together to present to the congregation. Adding scripture to the narrative ties the entire package together. Sample pages from a
narrative budget shows how the finances, scripture, stories, and goals laid out together.

A sample narrative budget cover page.1
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A sample ministry area page incorporating scripture, story, goals, testimony, and budget amount.1
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Final Thoughts
The next table compares the line item budget to the narrative budget. Again, no one
can say how a particular person or congregation will respond to this change, but use
this tool to argue for the change.

Line Item Budget

Narrative Budget

Shows paying bills

Shows God’s work

Gives emphasis to corporation and
infrastructure

Gives emphasis to the Spirit at work

Invites the assembly to micro-manage

Invites the assembly into ministry

Sets a dollar amount goal

Sets a stewardship goal

Looks like any business

Looks different

Is overwhelming

Is inspiring

Is used once a year for approval or if cuts
need to be made

Is used year-round to show progress on
the goals set

Is just about the money and slots

Is about giving generously in time, talent
and treasure to our passions
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Worksheets
These worksheets are reproducible by your congregation. For an electronic copy,
please send an email request to Jodi Schuman, memluth@midiowa.net
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