
 

SHATTERING MYTHS:  THE SIX GREAT PARISH FINANCIAL MYTHS 

 

Our consulting division, Richard P. Garrigan & Associates, has provided direct consultative 

services for many years to Catholic parishes, schools, dioceses, seminaries, agencies and 

religious communities throughout the United States. As a point of distinction, we do not conduct 

capital campaign. We provide development “counsel” to Catholic institutions. A specific service 

we provide for parishes provides a process and system of financial sustainability in the form of a 

Parish Financial Development Council and System (c). 

Over  time, we have come to realize that certain myths as well as certain key assumptions (some 

good and some very bad) populate the landscape of Catholic Church financial development 

efforts. 

They pop up like weeds in a well-tended garden. These weeds need to be pulled out on a regular 

basis and replanted with the fresh seeds and ideas that will grow and flourish. Without removing 

the weeds, they will permeate and overtake your garden of development—choking it with weak 

philosophy and bad assumptions. 

GOOD ASSUMPTIONS 

 

Think of assumptions as the fundamentals, beginning or entry points for your development 

program. They are a core set of principles from which your development program will operate. 

These should be established and reviewed with both administration and volunteers. Essentially, 

they equal the overall philosophy of your development program. No business, athletic team or 

organization will excel without sound fundamentals. The same will be true of your development 

program. 

For a moment, let’s take the “team and fundamentals” analogy one step further and think of 

many volunteer leaders as some of your biggest “fans.” You need your fan base. You cannot 

exist without them. However, often times, they think they can run the team better than the 

coaches. Not everyone can coach and not everyone knows how to raise money. 



Assumption #1—most people think they know how to raise money. They don’t. 

Professionals and .01% volunteers with years, not months, of experience know how to raise 

money. 

Assumption #2—Asking people to give is noble and not an imposition. You are doing them 

a greater favor by asking, than they are doing you by giving. 

Assumption #3— It usually takes new development directors 18 months to finally figure 

out what’s going on (that still means you’re making calls on donors). 

MYTH #1: “You’re Always Asking for Money!” 

 

This is the greatest myth of the all. It is not legitimate, but it is easily understood. This criticism 

arises when we let the mailman become the development director. At the same time, it is 

important to maximize, not limit the ways people can give. 

 

Unfortunately, we respond to the two or three people who comment. We “generalize when 

criticized.” We feel badly and make the mistake of thinking that two or three people who 

criticize are speaking for hundreds of others. They do not. 

 

Often times, the source is the small or unsophisticated giver. Major donor prospects are usually 

the ones who criticize. Why? Because they understand giving and realize it is part of who they 

are and what is expected of them. 

 

If you are making personal face-to-face calls on past, current and new donors you will not be 

criticized for asking too much. 

You should be ready for such criticism and a response is necessary. It should be a positive 

response. Respond by telling people, with a smile on your face, that you are “inviting” people to 

be part of something special and we rely on the generosity of our friends and donors. 

 

A NOTE ON PARENTS:  Remember, current parents are, often times, the most enthusiastic 

and the least sophisticated of your donor groups. They may have some wealth and energy but 

they haven’t established maturity in their giving habits. Parents of graduates, grandparents and 

donors over the age of 50 are your best prospects. 

MYTH #2: “There are only so many dollars out there.” 

 

This statement is a classic statement, which illustrates that that few people really know how to 

raise money (Assumption #1). Not only is it inaccurate from a philosophical standpoint, 

statistically, it is incorrect. 



 Per capita household income grows every year. 

 Personal wealth, which totals in the trillions of dollars, grows every year. 

 Charitable giving, adjusted for inflation, increases every year. 

 1983—Charitable Giving totaled approximately 60 billion dollars. 

 2021—Charitable Giving totaled almost  500 billion dollars! 

 

Think of your own institution’s budget. Has it grown? Have your development goals increased?  

Annual Fund?  Campaign? Auction or Special Event? 

Look around at other charities in your geographic region. Are the colleges, universities, 

hospitals, museums and major charities conducting multi-million dollar campaigns? Of course 

they are.  

Think of the loaves and fishes. Approach your work from an abundance mentality versus a 

scarcity mentality. Great accomplishments come from great opportunities stimulated by great 

expectations. If you have high expectations for your development program your performance 

will be higher.  

You, your administration, boards, councils, lay leaders and volunteers cannot control what 

other charities are doing. You can only control what you are doing. 

Myth #3: “We don’t have those kinds of people here. Our people are just Middle Class.” 

 

This myth holds that wealth is something you can see and touch. It is a mistake to think that 

wealth is the sleekest car, the biggest house, the most fancy clothes or flashiest jewelry. Many 

people of great wealth are not ostentatious in their lifestyles. Development people can make the 

mistake of assuming major donors don’t “look” wealthy. 

Many millionaires think of themselves as Middle Class. There is an expression related to this:  

“People who have it, don’t show it. People who show it, don’t have it.” 

 

Remember, 70%--80% of all philanthropy (all charities, not just Catholic institutions) comes 

from church going people.  Many people who are faith filled are not ostentatious. 

 

The bestseller, The Millionaire Next Door perfectly illustrates this myth. They are men and 

women who don’t work on Wall Street. They might not be doctors or lawyers, but they own 

businesses. The key word is “own.” They might own shopping centers, insurance companies, 

feed lots, truck stops or fast food franchises. They might sell medical equipment or 

pharmaceuticals.  

 

Think of possessions as “forms of worship” in a materialistic society. If wealthy people are 

people of faith, often times, big homes, cars and lifestyles are not important. Consequently, we 

make the mistake of looking for wealth in the wrong places. 



MYTH #4: 

“If we just went to Stewardship, everything we ever wanted would be funded and we 

wouldn’t have to do development and all this fundraising stuff.” 

 

This may be the most dangerous myth of all because many parishes even dioceses have tried this 

idea and failed miserably. The implication is that Stewardship is the Sunday Collection. The 

Sunday Collection is only one form of Stewardship. Prayer, volunteering, wills, campaign 

pledges, mission appeals, diocesan appeals, scholarships, endowments, service. They are all 

expressions or forms of Stewardship.  

 

Whoever defined Stewardship as the Sunday Collection?  No one. 

 

Follow these three simple rules when implementing Stewardship? 

 No ever gave without being personally asked. 

 You don’t build buildings or attract major gifts from the Sunday collection. 

 Only 10% of all wealth is in cash. 90% is held in assets (stocks, bonds, land, etc.). 
 

Myth #5: “The Conflict Dollar Syndrome.” 

 

This myth may be the most prevalent. The Conflict Dollar Syndrome holds that we’re asking 

people for the same dollar for different projects or programs. It also implies that if the diocese, 

parish, college or university is asking, we can’t ask at the same time. 

Your institution is challenged to raise Three Kinds of Dollars, all of the time (see Catholic 

Development +Quarterly+ “Raising Three Kinds of Dollars,” Volume XIV, Edition 2, 

September, 2000). In short, your institution must raise the following kinds of dollars, all of the 

time. 

 Operational. 

 Capital. 

 Endowment. 

 

Your mission is to present the case and ask donors to make a faith commitment through financial 

gifts to your institution. Not everyone is going to give to everything. Let the donor decide where 

he or she will give. Your job is to maximize and multiply how people can give. Remember, don’t 

limit or legislate how people give. Falling into this myth trap is also called “paralysis by 

analysis.” 



 

Myth #6  “Catholics Are Poor and They Don’t Give.” 

 

Demographic data illustrates that the five most affluent groups in America are German, Irish, 

Italian, Polish and Jewish. Four of those five groups are predominantly Catholic. You can 

assume that those five groups are the most highly educated as well and will put a value on 

education. If your mission is Catholic education, you may already have a sympathetic “donor 

ear.” 

 

The 1.1% reported giving rate of Catholics is, perhaps, one of the greatest myths. Catholics give 

much more than 1.1% to charity. They give to high schools, colleges, the poor, overseas 

missions, United Way, etc. The 1.1% figure is what is under reported  by parishes to their 

respective dioceses in order to avoid a higher cathedraticum or diocesan tax on parish income. 

These figures are then reported against ever-growing demographic household; thus, the “myth” 

of a decline in Catholic giving. 

 

+QUARTERLY+ CHECKLIST 

Your best strategy is to listen, interview and recruit previous donors when seeking advice or 

developing strategies. Consulting services such as ours can provide an Initial Development 

Assessment to address these issues and educate leadership to defend and articulate new funding 

ideas and strategies. 
 


