
Beyond the Checkbook: 
Getting bigger gifts for your church

For your members to think outside the box and beyond their checkbook, it's important 
that your leaders know what to ask for! Julia Frisbie, associate director of the 
Northwest United Methodist Foundation, will provide a roadmap to help your church 
establish a healthy planned giving program. She'll also review different gift vehicles, 
including bequests, charitable gift annuities, charitable remainder trusts, real estate 
gifts, gifts of appreciated assets (including IRA rollover gifts), and life insurance 
policies. Attention to planned giving is an investment in the future of your ministry! 



Your Roadmap

CULTIVATE
one-on-one
relationships

ASK

GENTLY REMIND
keep it on the back burner 

in “mixed packaging”

EDUCATE
Leadership and laity about gift vehicles, 

especially wills (the most common)

Rather than a one-and-done project, a planned giving program is a slow drip 
campaign. You’ll spend the most time educating and gently reminding people. Why? 
Because each person has a “sensitive period” for planned giving. Most of the time, it 
won’t feel relevant. But then all of a sudden it will, and at that moment you want them 
to be aware that the church needs their gift and has resources to make it easier.  

Buzzword: series about end of life issues, wholistic. 



Educate your leadership team

WHY PLANNED GIVING?

1. It’s a ministry. 
2. The timing is right. 
3. Someone else is already asking.
4. Planned Gifts help your church 

manage risk.
5. It sparks creativity around your 

church’s future. 

Use “5 Reasons to Talk about Planned Giving at Church” to get your leadership 
team fully onboard. If possible, identify a “development director” who will be 
responsible for coordinating educational events and ongoing gentle reminders. 
Remember: drip campaign! 



Wills: stop avoiding the subject

Charitable giving is widespread (80% of Americans do it). But only about 10% of 
donors over the age of 50 have included charity in their estate plans. (56.1% have no 
planning documents). Basically, a lot of people are flat-out avoiding the subject. 

Once a person stops avoiding death reminders, their next defense mechanism is 
symbolic immortality— the idea that some part of them will continue to exist after their 
death. This causes an increase allegiance to community (“in-group”) and values 
(including religious). 



Without a will, what happens?

Spouse

Your spouse 
receives all 
community 
property. If you 
have surviving 
descendants or 
parents, your 
spouse receives 
50% of your 
separate 
property. 
Otherwise, your 
spouse receives 
100% of separate 
property. 

Descendants

Your children 
(or their 
descendants) 
receive 50% of 
your separate 
property if your 
spouse survives. 
Otherwise, they 
receive 100%. 

Siblings 
(or their 
descendants)

If and only if 
you have no 
descendants: 
Your parents 
receive 50% of 
your separate 
property if 
your spouse 
survives, and 
100% if your 
spouse does 
not survive. 

Parents STOP

Assets only 
pass further 
if you have 
no surviving 
spouse, 
descendants, 
or parents. 

Grandparents 
(or their 
descendants)

Escheat 
to the

state of 
ID

Idaho Intestancy Statute: 15-2-103

STOP

Dying intestate can be expensive, because everything has to go through probate, and 
there are more likely to be contests.



Educate your laity

Best way: SHARE STORIES of others who have 
given, preferably from the pulpit, and encourage 
giving in honor of a loved one. (Sermon series!) 

Second best: host a workshop once every 2-3 years
● NWUMF gift vehicles (after church on Sunday)
● NWUMF will writing (90 minutes on a weekday)
● Local estate planning attorneys will often be 

willing to come and talk about will writing

Third best: have print resources available

See: NWUMF workshop pitch book, brochures, etc. 

Mention: wholistic sermon/teaching series about end of life issues. 

The right type of messaging can increase bequest giving by more than 10%. Dr. 
Russell James of Texas Tech University tested 6 types of messaging: 

1. spendthrift heirs (the impermanence of giving to family)
2. “in-group” messaging about how Americans leave bequests more than 

foreigners 
3. life stories from deceased donor
4. life stories from living donors
5. memorial gift for deceased loved one reminder
6. honoring gift for living loved one reminder

The most powerful combination was a donor story PLUS a memorial/honor gift 
reminder. It doesn’t matter a ton whether the donor in the donor story is living or dead, 
or the loved one to be honored is living or dead. Just make sure to do both in some 
way, whatever makes the most sense for the circumstance. 



Many ways to give

See: planned giving overview bifold brochure
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Churches who schedule regular gentle reminders get the most planned gifts. How 
often? Once per quarter at least. Delegate these reminders to a specific person. 

“Mixed packaging” means you just slip it into something else they’re already receiving. 



Where to put the reminders?

● In the footer on your letterhead, 
bulletins, newsletters, website, etc. 

● In the bulletin as an insert
● In a paper mailing
● On your website’s giving page
● On your pledge cards
● In sermons

Don’t overthink the messaging. One sentence will do it: “Please remember the church 
in your will.” 



Form a “Legacy Society”

Invite all members who have 
included your church in their 
wills to a special event with 
the pastor once a year. 
● Dinner at the pastor’s 

home
● Catered luncheon at 

church… if you can pull 
off an intimate/fancy vibe

Having a legacy society meets two needs: 
1. It encourages bequest givers to self-identify so that you can keep them close
2. An annual event provides another “gentle reminder” opportunity
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Now let’s talk about who’s most likely to give, and how to cultivate them. 



Who’s most likely to give?

Write 5-10 names of people YOU 
think might be likely donors.

● Retirees
● Single or widowed
● No children or grandchildren
● Regular givers
● Major life change
● Higher education

See: 6 people in your church who might make a planned gift



Visualized autobiography

By Gray, Mysid. - File:Gray727.svg, Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=8285736

Visualizations 
and dreams

Grief, the “mind’s 
eye,” and taking a 
third person 
perspective on self

Considering a bequest (as opposed to an immediate donation of time/energy/money) 
lights up two specific areas of the brain: 

1. lingual gyrus (associated with visualizations and dreaming)
2. precuneus (associated with grief, “the mind’s eye,” visual imagery of memories 

and taking a 3rd person perspective of oneself)

These two areas also light up (in addition to the hippocampus, which retrieves 
memories) when you re-live a vivid memory from your past. Visualized autobiography. 
The fact that the hippocampus doesn’t light up with bequest decisions, but these other 
areas do, suggests that a bequest decision involves visualized autobiography 
projected into the future. 

Citation: Dr. Russell James, “Inside the Mind of a Bequest Donor,” 2013



Before you ask

● Spend one-on-one 
time

● Pray for them
● Understand their 

worries
● Learn how they tell 

their own story

See: 7 things to do before you ask. 

Remember: visualized autobiography projected into the future. To join them in that 
headspace, you really have to know them. 
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Finally! Let’s talk about asking!



Script it

● Open-ended questions about 
their personal history with the 
church

● Open-ended questions about 
their future

● Keep it focused on them, their 
faith, and their legacy

● Last: an ask in clear language. 
““would you consider including 
our ministry in your will?” 

See: 8 steps for a planned giving conversation 

Even if you don’t use the script in the moment, you’ll do a better job having thought 
through it. 



Get in the zone!

Please stand up. We’re 
going to pair up and 
practice your scripts, 
right here, right now. 
But first we’re going to 
get confident! 

Deep breaths
Confident pose
Visualize everything going perfectly
Tell yourself, “This is a ministry. I can do it!” 



Practice in pairs

Let’s practice! 
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Remember: this is a long term drip campaign. People have “sensitive periods” at 
different times. Having a strong foundation of education, gentle reminders, and 
relationships means that when you need to ask, you’ll be ready. 



Thank you  


