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A Fable

One Sunday three hungry seminary students went to church, hoping that perhaps besides having their souls fed, someone would offer to feed their hungry bodies.  After the service at First Christian Reformed Church, wonderfully, each of the three students received an invitation to a meal.  

The host of the first student, offered the student an orange.  “We always eat light on Sunday afternoon,” the host family said, and the hungry seminary student went home with hardly anything in his stomach.  The host of the second student cooked hamburgers on the grill, and served them with potato salad.  It was a delicious meal, and the seminary student went home satisfied.  The host of the third student also used the grill to cook a meal, and it was a feast:  a succulent steak, served with a fresh fruit salad, grilled sweet corn, baked sweet potatoes, and a fresh baked cherry pie.  The third seminary student went home having eaten the best meal he had tasted in over a year.  



This fable presents us with an important question:  How do we most effectively and equitably support members of the CRC who are making the significant commitment to theological education?  How do we show those preparing for ministry that we support them, and how well do we care about their well being?  A recent study of classis student fund practices in the CRC demonstrates that at least one classis gives only $.78 per member (the cost of an orange) toward student aid.  The average classis gives $4.44 per member (the cost of a hamburger meal) and the most generous classis gives $9.37 per member (the cost of a steak prepared with all the fixings).  

This fable is similar to a fable presented with a student fund study two years ago.  Because the realities of “inequity” in our student fund support continue, the data from this study compared to a study two years ago has some encouraging elements:  
1) The lowest classis contribution reported has grown from $.31 per member in 2008 to $.78 per member in this survey.
2) The total number of dollars given in support of students preparing for ministry has grown significantly ($475,000 in the 2008 report and $607,304 in this report).
3) The total number of students supported has also grown significantly (113 students supported as reported in 2008 and 133 students supported in this study).
The average grant per student, however, remains the same.  ($4,566 per student in this report compared to $4,525 per student in the 2008 report.)  Many students receive rather modest grants ($1,000 to $3,000 per year) and the average debt of those finishing seminary continues to rise.

In fact, one alarming trend is an increasing debt load for seminary students.  This is a trend across North America and also at Calvin Theological Seminary (CTS).  The CTS Director of Financial Aid at CTS estimates that the average additional debt incurred by students during seminary is $45,000-50,000 for US students, and $25,000-30,000 for Canadian students.  The primary reason for the lower debt level for Canadian students is the generous support that they receive from their classis.

Our covenant together as CRC congregations says, “The church shall encourage young persons to seek to become ministers of the Word and shall grant financial aid to those who are in need of it.”  (CRC Church Order Article 21).  The following pages offer the data from the recent study of classis student fund activity, along with explanation and interpretation of the data.  We invite you to examine the data, consider the interpretational comments, and, most of all, to respond to the opportunity to encourage ministerial students in your region.  We’re hopeful that the data that follows will help all classes see where they fit in the broader picture of classical student fund support.  We hope the presentation of this data will contribute to an overall effort that is effective and equitable.  We’re eager to partner with you in the challenge before us.  Feel free to contact us with your questions and comments.  (And if you are not sure which data pertains to your classis, don’t be afraid to ask!)



I. Presenting the Data
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	1





	
Oct. 2010





	$8,000
$8,000
$8,500
$4,500
$5,000
$2,000
TL:$36,000
	5.93





	$25,000





	
$4.12





	

	2

	May 2010

	$5,000
$2,400
TL$7,400
	2.10

	$14,200

	4.00

	

	3





	June 2008





	$3,500
$2,500
$2,000
$4,500
$2,000
$1,000
TL:$15,500
	2.59





	 
	 
	

	4
	March 2010
	$2,000 
	0.78
	$13,500
	5.24
	

	5
	Sept. 2008
	$6,400 
	5.22
	 
	 
	

	6





	March 2010





	$2,500
$4,000
$2,500
$1,000
$3,000
$3,000
TL:$16,000
	3.12





	$22,600





	4.41





	

	7
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	No data found

	8



	May 2010



	$13,158
$13,158
$6,579
$2,451
TL:$35,346
	9.37



	$32,079



	8.50



	

	9

	Sept. 2010

	$6,000
$8,000
TL:$14,000
	2.83

	 
	 
	

	10



	Oct. 2009



	$6,000
$5,000
$3,000
$3,000
TL:$17,000
	6.73



	 
	 
	

	11
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	No data found

	12





	May 2010





	$4,600
$4,600
$4,600
$4,600
$4,600
$1,500
TL:$25,300
	5.07





	 
	8.90





	

	13
	Sept. 2009
	$12,000 
	2.79
	 
	 
	

	14
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	No data found

	15


	Oct. 2010


	$12,000
$5,000
$2,000
TL:$19,000
	6.69


	 
	 
	

	16





	Sept. 2009





	$4.500
$4,500
$4,500
$4,500
$1,500
$4,500
TL:$24,000
	5.76





	$49,968





	12.00





	

	17
	Sept. 2010
	$13,650 
	2.28
	 
	 
	

	18





	May 2009





	$7,000
$3,500
$5,000
$1,500
$1,000
$1,000
TL:$19,000
	4.57





	 
	 
	

	19







	Sept. 2010







	$4,500
$2,500
$8,000
$3,000
$10,000
$5,000
$5,000
$3,000
TL:$41,000
	7.35







	$33,306







	6.00







	

	20
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	No data found

	21
	March 2010
	$15,000
$500 for books
	5.09
	 
	 
	

	22

	Sept. 2010

	$3,500
 
	7.38

	
	 
	Home church to add $500

	23
	Oct. 2009
	 
	 
	41,309.00
	8.29
	

	24
	Sept. 2009
	$4,682 
	1.80
	7,731.00
	3.00
	

	25


	Feb. 2010


	$2,000
$6,000
$4,000
TL:$12,000
	3.23


	$12,000


	3.23


	

	26
	Oct. 2010
	$5,000 
	1.63
	 
	 
	

	27
	Oct. 2010
	5 students
/$19,500
	5.51
	 
	 
	

	28




	May 2010




	$5,010
$6,180
$2,500
$2,954
$6,180
TL:$22,824
	5.20
	 
	 
	

	29

	March 2009

	$7,000
$3,500
$10,500
	4.63

	 
	 
	Balance in fund $41,404

	    30





	Sept. 2010





	$3,000
$2,000
$3,000
$1,500
$1,000
$1,000
TL:$11,500
	2.02





	 
	 
	

	31







	Sept. 2009







	$3,000
$4,000
$500
$4,000
$5,000
$3,000
$5,000
$5,000
$5,000
TL:$34,500
	5.41







	 
	 
	

	32
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	No data found

	33




	May 2010




	$12,000
$5,000
$10,000
$10,000
$4,000
TL:$41,000
	7.65




	 
	 
	

	34
	
Oct. 2009
	$5,000 
	3.04
	 
	5.00
	

	35

	Sept. 2010

	$2,000
$2,000
TL$4,000
	2.08

	 
	 
	

	36


	March 2010


	$1,000
$7,000
$6,000
TL:$14,000
	4.10


	$15,372


	4.50


	

	37
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	No data found

	38

	Sept. 2010

	$8,000
$8,400
TL:$16.400
	6.00

	 
	 
	

	39


	Sept. 2010


	$3,500
$2,500
$4,000
TL:$10,000
	5.70


	 
	 
	

	40



	Oct. 2010



	$5,000
$4,000
$5,000
$4,000
TL:$18,000
	4.52



	 
	 
	

	41

	May 2010

	$11,814(CN)
$7512.75 (CN)
TL:$19,326.75
	4.08

	 
	 
	

	42







	Sept. 2010







	$2,475
$3,300
$3,300
$2,475
$2,475
$4,950
$2,200
$2,000
$3,300
TL:$26,475
	6.43







	 
	 
	

	43
	Oct. 2010
	 
	 
	$37,680
	8.49
	

	44
	May 2010
	$8,000 
	 
	 
	 
	

	45



	May 2008



	$2,500
$2,500
$2,500
$2,500
$10,000
	1.41



	 
	 
	

	46
	Sept. 2010
	 
	 
	$14,486
	7.07
	

	47
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	No data found




II. Understanding the Data

The following explanations will help understand the data presented in the table you have just examined:

Column #1:  Each classis in the CRC is counted, but classes are identified by number, and the data is offered in random order.  This is not essentially a report about how any one of us is doing.  This is a report about how we corporately support students financially.  Any one of us can be both encouraged and challenged by the data offered in this report.  (As was mentioned before, if you want to know which data represents your classis, just ask!)

Column #2:  Data was gathered by going through the classis minutes on file at the denominational building.  For each classis the most recent data was used.  However, if there was no data in the past 24 months, the comment “no data found” is given in column #6.

Column #3: This column reports the actual number of students supported in each classis and the actual grants given per student.  There is no differentiation between Canadian and US dollars.  This is mostly because the relative value of the dollars has fluctuated in the past two years, but it also protects the “anonymity” of any given classis.

Column #4:  The number of dollars actually given is divided by the number of active adult professing members, as reported in the CRC 2010 Yearbook.  This figure compensates for the size of a classis in comparing one classis to another.

Columns #5 and 6:  Many classes report a “Student Fund Budget” in their classis minutes.  The budget may be higher or lower than the monies actually distributed, depending on the balance in the classis student fund.   Some classes express this budget as a “per member” figure, and some express their budget in terms of a “dollars budgeted” amount.  Using the member count figures given in the CRC 2010 Yearbook, the numbers given were computed so both columns could be filled.   


III. Interpreting the Data

Column #3:  Consider for a moment the privilege and power of giving over $607,000 to 133 students preparing for ministry! (The number is likely higher, since the data in column #3 reflects only 37 of our 47 classes.) Consider the joy such students have when they experience the church coming alongside of them in their preparation.  Grants reported were given as low as $500 and as high as $15,500, with an average of $4,566 per student.  

Column #4:  To break down the dollars given into a “per member/per year” figure may have the affect of making the gifts seem small.  The intent is to help us see that 1) it is possible for some very small classes to actually “out-give” some large classes, and 2) little choices added together in community can make a big difference.   The average “$ per member figure actually given” is $4.44, with a high of $9.73 and a low of $.78. 

Column #5 and 6:  We do not have complete enough information to determine the total classis monies budgeted.  We found “classis budgeted amounts” or “per member budget amounts” for only 15 of the 47 classes. It is likely that many more classes have a budgeted amount for student aid, but the classis budget reports have not been submitted to the denominational office.  If we knew the total budget we could see in another way the comparative or relative value each classis places on giving aid to ministerial students.  It is a good question for us all to ask:  “Are we keeping our covenant with the future church by enabling leaders to be trained?”

Column #7:  One remarkable piece of data in this report is that 7 of our classes have no reference at all to a student fund in two years of minutes.  Using the image of the fable, we really don’t know if these classes aren’t inviting students to dinner, or if their invitations are just not reported.  There are a variety of possible explanations, of course:  1) Perhaps some classis clerks are not as careful as they could be as they report the business of classis; 2) Perhaps some classis student funds are working hard to find students to support but have not been successful in the past two years; 3) Perhaps, less charitably, some classes simply do not own the value of supporting and encouraging those preparing for ministry.  

There is no doubt that what we don’t know from this report about our student fund ministries is as important as what we do know.  We don’t know the economic need represented by any given student.  We don’t know their family obligations or their personal circumstances.  We don’t know if a given student is full time or part time.  We don’t know the cost of their housing, tuition, or regional living expenses.  We don’t know if the students being supported are enrolled at Calvin Seminary or at another seminary, or even at some under-graduate institution.  All these are factors that Student Fund Committees, or CMLTs, weigh and consider.  We need to pray for one another, and encourage one another, as we work together to provide equitable, encouraging aid to those preparing to serve the church in full time ministry.  

A survey similar to this survey was conducted two years ago.  The comparative data from that report to the current one has some very encouraging elements:  The 2008 report found that 113 students were supported with a total of $475,000; this new report found the number increased to 133 students, with a total of $607,304 in support.  Other comparative data have elements that make it harder to draw conclusions:  a) The amount given per family is actually less than reported two years ago ($4.40 per member compared to $5.73 per member in 2008); b) The average grant per student is fairly similar to two years ago  ($4,566 per student compared to $4,525 two years ago).  Various factors would affect these numbers, including the way membership counts are calculated, the flow of applicants, and the budget structure of a given classis.  

A few of our classes actually report an excess of funds available and a desire to find students to support.  One classis has even gone as far as setting up a scholarship at CTS to be offered to students beyond the boundaries of their classis. One classis asks the local church of the student to accept a specific part of the economic burden.  It appears that some of our classes are committed to supporting students at a certain level (i.e. “1/2 the cost of tuition”) no matter how great the burden.  

Are classical student fund committees functional?  It depends on whether you see the blessings currently demonstrated, or the needs that remain unmet.  The whole issue of “healthy classical student aid funds” may be a difficult issue in which to find consensus.  Disparity between our classes in their practice of student aid varies greatly.  Eleven classes report giving less than $3 per member for student aid, while eight classes report giving $6 or more per member for student aid.  In some cases this may be a strategic decision.  Our suspicion as a Candidacy Committee is that in many cases the issue has not been discussed as part of a classical strategic plan.   


IV. Concluding Remarks

As we consider the fable at the beginning of this report we are faced with some basic questions about our support for students preparing for ministry.  Consider this review of some key comments made in this report: 

1) One hoped for outcome of this report is that each CMLT and classis in the CRC would take a careful, prayerful look at their practice of student aid. 
The average contribution per member is $4.44
The average grant per student is $4,566
Eight classes report giving $6 or more per member, while eleven classes report giving less than $3.00 per member
How does your classis compare?  How aware are you of the needs of the students you support?
2) The debt load of those preparing for ministry in North America is increasing.
3) We need to pray for one another, and encourage one another, as we work together to provide equitable, encouraging aid to those preparing to serve the church in full time ministry. 
4)  Are we keeping our covenant with the future church by enabling leaders to be trained?

Our prayer as a Candidacy Committee is that we can walk and work together as we celebrate the blessings and address the student fund needs before us.  Consider again the privilege and power of giving over $607,000 to 133 students preparing for ministry, and give thanks to God.  Consider also what you can do in response to these challenges.  Thank you for taking some time to consider the issue!
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