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plashed across the cover of T7me, Joel Stein wrote “The Me

Me Me Generation: Millennials are lazy, entitled narcissists

who still live with their parents.” Nearly a decade before,
Lev Grossman wrote “Meet the Twixters, young adults who live off
their parents, bounce from job to job and hop from mate to mate.
They're not lazy ... They just won't grow up.”* Leave it to Zime to
capture the essence of Millennials—young adults born between
1981 and 1999.° What an entertaining and grotesque portrayal of
America’s present and future. For the past few years, Millennials
have been the vogue topic as journalists judge and stereotype the
newest generation of American adults.

In many ways, the church has followed suit in trying to pin
down this group. Not a day goes by when I do not scroll past yet
another article about the church and Millennials on Facebook.
With the rise of the “nones” (those without religious affiliation),
the church is on a constant search for why some Millennials are
leaving—even when some are staying—and how to reach them.
But the church is more interested in attracting this group than
repelling them. In some ways, it seems as if the church has pinned
their success on the interest of a single generation. They are will-
ing to allow coffee in the sanctuary, bring in a new praise band,
abandon the lectionary for a new sermon series—any quick fix to
catch Millennials™ attention. What would be better for a church
in decline than to pique the interest of America’s newest and
largest generation?

Yet, if there’s one thing to know about Millennials it is that they
can smell a lack of authenticity miles away. What if we stopped
trying to cater to or define Millennials and started learning from
them? These are not just the voices of the future, they are the voices
of today, and they have a lot to say—especially when it comes to
stewardship and generosity.

Millennials are quickly becoming one of the most generous
generations. According to the 2015 Millennial Impact Report, 84
percent of Millennials made a charitable contribution in 2015.4
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They long for meaningful, integrated lives and they want to be
generous with their whole selves—not just their money. In con-
trast to the stereotypes named above, “Millennials do care about
things other than themselves, and they are willing to contribute
to worthy causes. In fact, they are changing the very face of non-
profit giving.”” Millennials are already changing the world as well
as the “why” and “how” of giving to organizations. As the church
looks to new models to expand the meaning of stewardship and
fund its mission, I invite congregations to look to Millennials as
an example, not just for their own generation, but for those who
came before and those who will come after. Millennials desire to
talk about money openly, hear an organization’s “why” story, use
technology to create a larger impact, and illustrate their generosity
with their whole lives.

Talk about money openly

Millennials long to talk about money openly with their fami-
lies, their peers, their communities, and the world. They do not
appear to be inhibited by the same taboos in talking about money
that plagued their predecessors. In the workplace, 63 percent of
adults ages 18 to 36 talk about how much they make with their
immediate family, 48 percent tell their friends, and 30 percent
share that information with their coworkers.® For Millennials, this
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is a justice issue. By talking about money, they are breaking down
walls so that people know what equitable pay looks like and how
much they should expect from their employer.

Similarly, as I have talked with Millennials about stewardship,
they have shared with me their desire for a space where they can
discuss money and giving openly. A few years ago, I led a series of
focus groups with Millennials and Gen X-ers about stewardship in
their congregations. At the end, the participants thanked me for
leading the conversation. At first, I thought they were just being
polite. However, I slowly began to realize that they were truly grate-
ful for this unique opportunity. This fact became painfully obvious
as one group of participants shared with me that they had never
had a space to talk about money and giving in their congregation
where there was not an ask for money involved. They want to talk
about money—its role in life—how they share, save, and spend it.
Too often, the church falls prey to talking about money only as it
relates to giving, particularly giving to the church. Millennials see
money holistically and they are eager to talk about it.

If the church wants to discuss money openly it also needs to be
willing to discuss not only people’s capacity to be generous, butalso
those things that are keeping people from being as generous as they
would like to be. For most Millennials—as well as some Gen X-ers
and Baby Boomers—that is student loan debt. According to Make
Lemonade, there are more than 44 million borrowers with $1.3
trillion in student loan debt in the U.S. alone. The average student
in the Class 0f 2016 has $37,172 in student loan debt.7 Instead of
hiding it, most Millennials want to talk about this debt and how to
handle it well. Excessive debt—of any kind—should be a pastoral
care concern for our congregations. How can congregations ask
people for money while they are drowning in debt? What other
financial concerns might be holding people back from spending,
saving, and sharing their money in ways that reflect God’s call
on their life? In the midst of this debt, Millennials aspire to be
generous. How might the church meet them where they are and
help them find ways to live out their faith with all that God has
entrusted to their care?

As Millennials grow in their capacity to be generous, many are
unsure of how much is appropriate to give. As one of the focus
group participants said, “It has been hard for us because we never
knew how much was normal to give, $5 or $500. [Our] parents
didn’t talk about it.” Churches assume that this tradition of how
much is appropriate is quietly being passed down from generation
to generation. But s this really happening? When was the last time
your congregation discussed how much was appropriate to give?
Discussing tithing is one possibility. But, considering Lutherans
giveabout 1.7 percent,8 might there be better ways to invite people
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to start and grow in their giving?

One congregation I know invites its seminary intern, associate
pastor, and senior pastor to share how much they are giving and
to invite people to join them. As you might expect, the senior pas-
tor, an empty nester, and the seminary intern, who is still taking
out loans for his education, give different amounts. This model
recognizes that everyone has different capacities to give, but each
gift is still important. Millennials want to discuss money openly
and holistically, acknowledge the debt that hinders their capacity
to give, and find an appropriate way to join God’s mission in their
congregation through their giving.

What'’s your why?

While Millennials desire to talk about their own money and
giving openly, they also hope that the church will do the same. They
long for the church to be transparent about the money that they
have received and tell the story of how it is being used to further
God’s mission in the world. They want to know in a concrete way
how their money is making a difference. A small-print, line-item
budget will not cut it any more. Millennials want to see the tan-
gible results of their giving. To engage Millennials, “you need to
consider being highly transparent. Reveal how the money is being
used, how funds are being allocated, and how problems are being
solved. It is not enough just to promise people that everything
is okay.” One of the best ways to do this is through a narrative
budget—sometimes called a missional budget—which pairs the
financial accounting with stories, images, and quotes describing
how the money is making an impact.

For congregations to be transparent about how they are using
the congregants’ giving to fund their mission they need to know
what their mission is. As Simon Sinek said in his TED Talk, “How
Great Leaders Inspire Action,” “People don’t buy what you do,

9. Hawthorne, “6 Ways Millennials Are Changing Charitable
Giving.”
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they buy why you do it.”*° According to J. Clif Christopher, the
number one reason why people of all generations give is belief in
the mission."" Similarly, the Millennial Impact Report states that
“Millennials are most likely to donate to a nonprofit when they
feel inspired by the organization and have specific examples of
how their gifts will impact the organization’s work.”*?

Millennials want to know the “why” behind the work that
nonprofits—particularly the church—are doing. They want to
be inspired by and connected to the cause that they are giving to.
Congregations have spent decades assuming that everyone knows
their mission so well that they do not even need to articulate it.
In an age where there are congregations on almost every street in
any urban city, it is important for congregations to take a step
back and ask themselves: “What unique mission has God called
this community to join?”

Millennials want not only to know your mission but how you
are making that mission come alive in the world. According to a
Blackbaud study, 57 percent of Millennials want to see the impact
of their donation." Millennials want to feel that they are investing
and participating in something greater than themselves and that
their gifts are making a tangible impact. Especially as Millennials
are just getting started in their careers and facing the constraints of
debt, the value they place on the money they have to give is even
more important. They want to participate in the cause because
their investment is not just a financial one—it’s an emotional one
too. This participation is at the core of the shift from institutions
to causes. As Nicholas Fandos writes, “If you look at most of the
newer-style institutions, they have positioned individuals as a part
of the solution, not that the institution was the solution ... That’s
a very different mind-set.”' Millennials are eager to connect with
the cause or the “why” story of organizations and see the tangible
impact of investing in that cause.

Shifting the mindset, articulating your mission well and il-
lustrating how giving is making this mission come alive in the
world is hard work. What is at stake if congregations do not take
this seriously? Millennials will not give; or if they do, it will be
significantly less than what they are capable of giving. Millennials
are not afraid to go outside the four walls of the church to join
many of the other causes that are supporting God’s mission in the
world and creating real change. The church can no longer assume
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that it will be the number one place where its members give solely
because of its institutional status. The church needs to be willing
to stand up and boldly proclaim it’s cause and how it’s living that
out in the world. Millennials know that the church is not the only
cause that’s changing the world in Jesus’ name.

The wonderful news is that the church has a clear mission.
Now we have to be willing to do the work of sharing that story
with our members and the world. Good stewardship ministry,
just like evangelism, requires us to bravely share our transforma-
tional and inspirational stories with others. Asking people to give
without sharing with them the reason and the tangible results of
the church’s mission will never motivate or inspire people. As I
have traveled across the country to speak with various groups of
stewardship leaders, I have seen the power of sharing these stories
first-hand. I have seen rooms filled with people of all generations
sharing stories of how the church accompanied them through
grief, mental illness, and physical trauma. I have heard leaders
share their favorite Bible verses and hymns and articulate what
these have meant in their lives.

Againandagain, T hear stories of death and resurrection, sorrow
and joy. In these stories, God’s presence and what it means to be
church come alive in an authentic way. People of all generations
are longing to hear that God is still speaking, that they matter, and
that this knowledge changes the way they live. They are longing
to know a church that boldly proclaims its story, and, with God’s
grace, bravely interprets what it means to follow God’s mission
in our world today. That is a cause that Millennials, and people
of all generations, are eager to invest their time and money in.

Technology as a tool for good

Millennials are often described as digital natives, people born
or brought up during the age of technology. They have pioneered
the rise of social media and are very comfortable with technol-
ogy. Unsurprisingly, they hope to connect with and give to their
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favorite causes using technology. According to “The Next Genera-
tion in American Giving,” 56 percent viewed online videos about
charities they support and 28 percent followed charities on social
media."” Similarly, 62 percent of Millennials who gave to charity
in 2013 gave via mobile phone (or mobile device) and 47 percent
gave through organization websites.'® Millennials are not alone in
harnessing technology. Online and mobile giving appears to be
growing across Gen X-ers and Baby Boomers as these generations
become more comfortable with technology.

By connecting with charities online, Millennials are able to
connect their favorite causes with their peer network. In 2013,
almost half of Millennials shared information about charities they
support with friends on Facebook and 43 percent fundraised on
behalf of an organization.'” Peer-to-peer engagement is an impor-
tant part of giving for this group. If they love a cause, they want
to share it with their friends. They have far less inhibition than
previous generations about discussing their giving with others
and advocating for the causes they care about. Generosity begets
generosity. The best advocate for giving is a person who has been
stirred and inspired by a cause whose passion is so contagious that
they cannot help but share it with their friends.

One of the most obvious examples of this contagious peer-
to-peer engagement was the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge of 2014.
Hundreds of thousands of people poured ice water on themselves
and others. Many donated to the cause. Most importantly, how-
ever, this challenge raised awareness of this debilitating illness
on a national scale. Millennials were key to the success of this
challenge. A few weeks ago, I donated to a cause on GoFundMe.
At the end of the transaction [ was invited to share the cause on
social media because it could raise more money for the cause.
According to GoFundMe, sharing your cause on Facebook can
increase donations by 350 percent.'”® A compelling cause paired
with an inspiring story put in the hands of the right person creates
shareable content that can inspire others to join your cause and
share your story with their network.

I am often asked why congregations should put so much ef-
fort into reaching out to Millennials and inspiring them to give.
Why should churches adapt their stewardship model to reach
out to a relatively small audience? First, stewardship is important
for everyone, not just those with the greatest capacity to give.
Second, an important aspect of stewardship is growing generous
givers. Younger givers who get into the habit of giving now will be
more likely to be generous as their capacity to give grows. Third,
Millennials are ushering in new trends in giving that are affecting
and benefiting all generations.

Most of all, Millennials can be some of the congregation’s big-
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gestadvocates in terms of evangelism and stewardship. Unleashing
aMillennial who is passionate about your congregation’s cause can
be just as powerful, if not more, than tapping one of the congrega-
tion’s more capable donors. They will attract other people to your
congregation’s cause, if that cause is strong enough to stir them to
action and you allow them the space and platform to invite others.
Peer-to-peer engagement is a powerful tool for both stewardship
and evangelism as it uses social media (as well as more conventional
communications) to bring more people into the fold.

Engaging Millennials in giving requires many congregations to
change their model of giving. Most Millennials do not carry cash
or a checkbook. They want to give online or in-person using credit
or debit cards, or even other online payment forms like PayPal
or Venmo. By not offering opportunities for Millennials to give
from what they have with them, congregations are missing out
on countless opportunities to allow this group to invest in their
cause. Many congregations are leery about implementing these
new forms of payments because of fees or a fear that people will
donate and increase their own credit card debt. Yet, there are many
new ways of accepting online payment that can actually increase
the church’s revenue while also allowing people to give in the way
that they prefer. One way to do this is encouraging people to give
through “Bill Pay” through their bank account. The giver does not
have to use check or cash. The church also receives this check as a
recurring gift. These gifts can help sustain congregations through
the lean months when many people who give only on the Sundays
they attend church may not be in the pews.

Millennials are big advocates of monthly giving—giving a
smaller amount on a recurring monthly basis. This approach was
made famous by National Public Radio (NPR) which began asking
its listeners, during its pledge drives, to become sustaining givers.
You can become a sustainer by giving just $5 per month. While
many Millennials would have balked at giving a $60 one-time
gift, a $5 gift each month is much more palatable. In addition,
the gift continues to sustain NPR until the person actively stops
the recurring gift, thereby creating a more sustainable donor base
for the cause.

According to the 2013 Millennial Impact report 52 percent of
surveyed Millennials reported being interested in this type of micro
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giving on amonthly basis."” How might the church attract this type
of “micro and monthly” giving? Might the pledge cards be written
in terms of monthly instead of weekly or annual giving? These
smaller, recurring gifts, multiplied with peer-to-peer engagement,
can have a major impact on an organization’s cause. Millennials
illustrate the ways that congregations can utilize technology for
good by providing opportunities for online, recurring gifts and
encouraging people to share the cause with their online network.

Stewardship as a way of life

Millennials are intent upon living their values. They are seek-
ing integrated, meaningful, whole lives through work/life balance
and conscientious consumer spending. Millennials have joined
the workforce with many new expectations of their employers.
They want to earn money in a way that is sustainable for them,
for their environment, and their communities. They insist that
their employers be ethical, transparent, and socially responsible.
As with their giving, they want to know that their work is mak-
ing a tangible impact on the world. They are interested in flexible
work schedules and environments that allow them to integrate
their work and their life.

Similarly, Millennials want to live out their values not only
through the way they give and the way they work, butalso through
how they spend. As Jeff Fromm writes in Forbes magazine, “Add
good’ has been their mantra as they utilize newfound ways to
give back. Rather than making random or one-off donations,
they are a generation characterized by integrating the causes they
care about into their daily routines and purchase behaviors.”*
Millennials have championed the rise of companies like TOM’s
shoes and Warby Parker whose business models seek not only to
provide a valuable product but to share these products with those
in desperate need of them. By using these products, Millennials
provide for themselves, help others in need, and become physical
advocates for a cause. Instead of bashing consumerism, might the
church do better to follow in Millennials’ footsteps by extending
faith-based living to the ways that people share, save, and spend?

Conclusion

Instead of focusing on the church’s need to receive, congrega-
tions ought to spend time learning from Millennials how to talk
about money openly, articulate their cause, harness the power of
technology, and make stewardship a way of life, not just a transac-
tion. Instead of layering this generation with stereotypes or pinning
their hopes of survival on catering to their needs, might the church
instead engage Millennials in a healthy dialogue? How might the
church learn from the ways they are authentically living out the
message of stewardship in their daily lives? Such an engagement
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and dialogue can only lead to a fruitful conversation about money,
faith, and giving.

Often, at the end of events congregational leaders ask me what
they should do. Should they offer text giving? Should they increase
their presence on social media? In essence, how might they get
those young adults to give more? My first suggestion is always that
they go back to their congregation and talk to the young adults
present there. Ask them how they would like to give and how they
would like to engage with their congregation.

While these conversations are important, they still put Mil-
lennials in the shoes of the customer. What if we assumed that
the younger people in our congregations might have something
to teach us? What if instead we asked them why they give and
why they choose not to give? What if we had the courage to ask
them how they are living out their faith in all of their life? By
taking their perspective and questions seriously, the church might
learn how to better articulate their cause and help people to bet-
ter integrate their faith with the ways that they use their money.
This inter-generational dialogue can only help all of us to grow
in faith, grow in stewardship, and grow our awareness of God’s
work in the world.

For Discussion:
1. Do you think of Millennials as generous? Why or why not?

2. What do you think the church can learn from Millennials?

3. What is your congregation or ministry’s “why”?
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