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Stories of Power and Money

(1) Barb Burkard, Community Resource Coordinator
House of Friendship, Kitchener, Ontario

Talking about feelings around money in a church setting is a difficult task!
Ask me about my feelings about money and I have no difficulty in giving
you an answer, annotated, with references and footnotes. But ask me to talk
about money in a church setting and suddenly I don’t know what to say. I am
afraid. Afraid I won’t be heard, afraid I will offend, afraid that if I make
myself vulnerable I will once again be hurt. But if we don’t talk about it, how
can anything change?

A number of years ago I approached the church to help me purchase a
house. I was attending university full time, depending on student loans and
grants to pay living expenses. I was living in a house I had purchased with my
brother and sister-in-law, but the house was to be sold. If I did not put the
money I got out of it into another house immediately, I would not qualify for
any further government assistance, and by the time I finished my degree I
would have no money left. I consulted a financial planner from a major
financial institution, and I talked with the manager of the Mennonite Savings
and Credit Union. They both agreed that the best thing to do was to put my
money back into a house. The Credit Union manager said they would give me
a mortgage if I would ask my church to back me up.

I went to the church. There it was decided that I should meet with the
pastoral support committee and Bob Veitch of the Mennonite Foundation of
Canada to review the situation. I did not really understand why this was
necessary, but as they had the money/power and I did not, I agreed to follow
their procedure.

The day of this meeting was one of the most painful days of my life. I
went to the meeting, I laid my financial situation out for all to see. I do not
remember what Bob’s response was or that of the rest of the committee. I do
know that I left the meeting feeling completely overwhelmed by life. Since
my husband’s death about four years earlier, I had struggled with depression
and despair. I knew as I drove home that afternoon that I was at a breaking
point. I wanted to die. I called a friend who came and stayed with me that
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night. It was a long time before I could look at that incident and understand
what had hurt me so badly.

One definition of trust is “a confident reliance on the integrity,
honesty, veracity, or justice of another.” It was the total lack of trust I felt
from the church that day that devastated me. I felt that those people, who were
representing the whole church, did not have any confidence in my ability to
order my own affairs, to plan wisely, or to handle money. They did not seem
to know or care how I had struggled over the last several years to support my
family on very small amounts of money. In fact, it appeared to me at that time
that their care for their money far outweighed their care for me. When they
couldn’t trust me, I doubted myself, my ability to be in control of my own life.

Why was I not trusted? Was it because I was a woman–moreover, a
woman without a man attached? Because I was poor? Do we assume if
someone has no savings it is because they cannot handle money? Do we
believe the poor do not deserve a house, a car, a microwave, a ... (you fill in
the blank)? How do we feel about money, about the people who have money,
about the people who don’t have it?

There is an idealistic part of me that wants to believe that the church is
different than most of society, that in the church money does not
automatically give power, that those with money are not treated differently
than those without. But that has not been my experience. I believe the key to
healthier attitudes towards money in a church setting is trust. Trust comes out
of relationship.

Immediately after my husband died, very good friends of mine came to
me and said, “What do you need financially to be comfortable?” I told them,
explaining my income and expenses and showing the imbalance. They
immediately gave me six checks dated for the next six months for that amount
of money. They never asked me for an accounting of the money. They did not
question how I would spend it, because they knew me and loved me and
trusted me. When I started working four months later, I gave the two
remaining checks to Mennonite Central Committee.

I wish the church could be more like these friends. First, it must know
and understand the relationship it (the church) has with money. Then, it must
know, love, and trust the people it has opportunity to give to. When we are in
a two-way relationship, there is less risk of abuse from either side, from the
giver or the receiver.
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(2) Robert Veitch, Financial Consultant

Mennonite Foundation of Canada, Kitchener, Ontario

We live in a society that touches us daily, and our experiences with our world
and its people influence us deeply. It is our interactions with the world and the
people around us that largely make us who we are. We are indeed part of all
that we have met. Ultimately, however, as Christians we are called to make
choices about the influences and experiences that will predominate in our
lives. We have the power to make choices for ourselves, to choose which
influences we will absorb into our very beings and which we will reject
because of our allegiance to God, who revealed a new way of living through
the example of Christ who rejected power and wealth for himself when it was
offered.

There are at least four major categories of influence on our lives, as
outlined below.

Mom, Dad and the playground

The influence which Mom and Dad exert on us in our early years is very
large indeed. I learned that you put in a hard day’s work without grumbling.
That you spend your hard-earned money with great care. That you save a
little for rainy days. That you pay your way without borrowing. That you
share with others who need your help. It was a simple philosophy from two
working-class people with little money and basically no power. So it seemed.
However, these simple “truths” have profound meaning for me even today.

Another early influence is our interactions on the playground as
children. Things learned in these formative years will stay with us almost as
indelibly as the lessons of home. I remember buying a new bicycle–with dual
saddle bags, no less. I was the envy of many of the kids in the neighborhood.
Suddenly, they wanted to hang around with me, hoping to get to ride my bike.
I soon realized I could elicit favors from them in return for letting them ride
it. Later in my teen years, my status as a good athlete brought many friends
and favors, such as free equipment and good seats at sporting events.

Since those early influences, my simple beginning to life has become
much more complicated. By experience, I learned that some friendships are
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shallow and self-serving. A line of credit made some sense. Borrowing to
make investments was prudent. Having money and things creates power and
influence in our lives, and allows us to make choices. The more money and
things we have, the more able we are to get people to do favors for us and the
more things “go our way.”

The Church

In the church I learned that generosity, love, humility, and contentment, among
other qualities, are important to have. However, I also soon learned that money,
power, and pride are used there as well to the advantage of individuals. I
have been in situations where money and power could have been used to
correct injustices but were not, and where a few of the wealthy made most of
the decisions. Secular views of money and power too often predominate in
the church and affect our decision-making.

With money and things too quickly comes a feeling of entitlement.
“This is what I have achieved and this is what I have gained. Now, give me a
little respect!” But the Scripture says, “When you are wealthy and powerful,
remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you the ability to be
wealthy and powerful” (Deut. 8:18). How we use this power and wealth must
be determined by our response to God’s call for us to be faithful.

The world around us

I am currently taking a management course at Conestoga College. In one
class our instructor asked us to list the advantages and disadvantages of being
managers. We were almost unanimous in listing money and power at the top
of the list of advantages. In further discussion, the clear sentiment emerged
that with power and money one can get more power and more money.

In addition, other perks that go with having money and power were
listed. “Take every advantage you can get,” the instructor suggested, “and
don’t worry what your fellow workers think–you deserve everything you can
get.” What emerged clearly was that the element of greed was the driving
force behind this equation. Is it not greed that has become the primary
motivator in North American society? The desire for wealth has become an
epidemic, if not endemic, because the learned assumption is that power will
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follow. Lotteries, the wealth management industry, and advertising tug at our
appetites for money and power–and for more money and more power.

Upon reflection on the class, I was reminded of the admonition: “Be in
the world, but not of the world.” We are called to permeate society with our
presence and our witness to another way. But we are also called to be healers
and not participants in its brokenness. We are called to live differently and to
take our cues from beyond that world. If we flirt with the desire for money and
power, then how will we be different?

I have no recollection of anyone in the church ever challenging me
about how I deal with my money–about the spending choices I have made.
This has taught me not to challenge others on their spending choices.
Personal finances are very private and you just don’t talk about that area.
Complete privacy and secrecy around our financial affairs breeds selfishness.
This is a situation that must be corrected. The use of money has to do with our
values, and values are personal. They have to do with our very “souls.”
Challenges about spending habits therefore are challenges to our sense of
“self,” and how dare anyone challenge my values as a fellow Christian? We
must find ways to do it that will not violate personal integrity but will help us
chart a direction that will lead to greater faithfulness to God’s calling.

Our lifestyles

Most North American Mennonite churches are experiencing significantly
diverging standards of living among their members. Our already entrenched
secrecy about money and spending habits, and an ever-widening gap of
affluence, are preventing us from dealing with the destructive aspects of
money and power.

I was told a story about a woman who became wealthy through a very
successful family business. As the family’s wealth increased, so did their
acquisitions and ownership of things. Larger, more luxurious homes, more
expensive vehicles, expensive toys for the children and the parents were
perks of the new-found wealth and status. At first, the woman’s less affluent
friends were excited to come visit in her progressively more opulent homes.
However, as time passed, she noticed that she and her husband rarely
received invitations from these friends to visit. A gulf was developing in their
relationship and she began to feel uncomfortable, then lonely, and eventually
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guilty. In an effort to remedy the situation, they sold their mansion and moved
into an average house on another property they owned. Their wealth did not
change, but their visual display did. Will this approach be enough? Will it
restore friendships? Will it satisfy their own need for faithfulness with God’s
gifts?

A young voluntary service worker told me he found it hard to fit into
the circle of friends at the Mennonite church he was attending. On Sunday
after church, the young adults would often gather and decide to do something
together. Frequently the planned activity would cost money, but his service
allowance usually kept him from participating. Their discussions often
centered on cottages, new cars, and other things someone had acquired or was
contemplating purchasing. Since he had to decline participation in the
group’s activities many times, he was soon not invited and was left out,
frustrated and lonely. He wondered aloud to me, “How can we in the church
minister to the poor and broken if we cannot see and feel beyond our
affluence?”

To disarm the power of money you need to “hang loose” with it, to be
able to dispose of it freely. Not to be attached to it or to its accumulation in
bigger and bigger barns. Not to let it rule your life. Used in the right spirit, it
can become an offering to God for his purposes. It can become a token of
fellowship, as in the sharing that happened in the early church in Acts, or in
the collection for Jerusalem Christians.

The Bible invites us to use our gifts of wealth and power to bear fruit
for God’s kingdom and to bring justice in a world that needs help. This can
only happen when money has ceased to be a rival power in our lives and has
turned into kingdom currency. It matters what place we give it in our lives,
how we get it, how we use it, how we manage it, and how we dispose of it. We
dare not keep only our own counsel about our money and power, because our
spirits too easily become selfish and proud. Christian people must talk more
together about these things, so that together we can be more faithful.


