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Showing itself as no respecter of persons or organisations, the global economic crisis has claimed an unlikely victim - forcing
sections of the Jamaican church into cost-cutting mode, including staff cuts and job freezes, as collections dwindle.

At the same time, churches are reporting increased requests for help from members who have not been spared worldly economic woes like job
losses and falling spending power, in common with their counterparts across the globe.

Some churches are seeing a decline in general offerings.
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The leaders of the Pentecostal, Evangelical and Seventh-day Adventist umbrella groups - which together represent a majority of Jamaican
church membership - confirmed that they have started to scale down church activities. Even those, such as the Baptists, for whom the hit does
not appear to be as severe, have begun to encourage thrift and conservation among their membership.

"The economic conditions have affected most of our churches and we see it in the level of giving," said Bishop Everton Thomas, vice-chairman
of the Jamaica Pentecostal Union (JPU) which represents more than 500 churches.

In an interview with the Sunday Observer, he declined putting a value on the decrease but said it was more significant in general offerings
than it was in tithes, the ritual 10 per cent members' earnings which are compulsory for some churches but optional for others.

"Not only has the level of giving gone down but the expectations of needy members have gone up," said Thomas. "There are just more
requests for help, from back-to-school expenses to daily living expenses like water and light bills."

For the Jamaica Association of Evangelicals (JAE), the group that represents such populous denominations as the New Testament Church of
God, the Church of the Open Bible, the Associated Gospel Assembly and the Missionary churches, there are "recognisable cutbacks" in
giving, but according to JAE president, Rev Rennard White, it is not yet endangering church operations.

That may be so for the churches of the JAE, but the reality for some of its para-church affiliates is anything but.

"It has been reported to me that one para-church group has actually had to cut staff in order to maintain the ministry," said White. "We're
talking about maybe five or six people. There are others, too, which are indicating that they will be laying off some workers, even temporarily,
just so the ministries can continue."

He declined to name the affected affiliates.

Both the JAE and a subgroup of the JPU - the Emmanuel group of churches - said they are scaling down annual conferences as a
consequence of the downturn in the economy and as a means of warding off the worst. The former will seek to source conference presenters
from within the country rather than opt for foreign speakers as was usually the case, while the latter will cut the duration of its convention in the
summer from seven to five days.

"We would normally go from Monday to Sunday but we'll now go from Wednesday to Sunday. It is due both to the economic condition as well
as stress on members, especially those who travel from far to attend," Bishop Thomas said.

Similar to the JPU and the JAE, the West Indies Union Conference of Seventh-day Adventists (WIU), the largest denomination, will this year
be downsizing one of the biggest evangelical programmes on its five-year calendar - the Festival of the Laity. But that is only a fraction of the
measures the church is introducing to tighten its belt.

Effective last Monday, the church's administrative headquarters located in Mandeville, Manchester, shortened its work-week from four-and-a-
half days per week to four.

Under normal circumstances, Adventist-run institutions close half day on Friday to begin Sabbath observance at sunset. But the change
means that staff at the Union will only go to work between Monday and Thursday.
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"This will mean that the new work hours will be from 7:30 am to 5:30 pm Monday to Thursday, so that the forty-hours per week time period will
not be affected. The office will be closed on Fridays," the church said on its website.

Given that the number of hours will be maintained, salaries won't be affected, human resource director at the Union, Princess Lawes, told the
Sunday Observer. But the cut, which appears to be in line with a 20 per cent reduction in the travel budget at the church's world headquarters
in the United States, should conserve on energy and utility bills at the office.

"We have gone to a four-day work week to enable our workers to have a free day on Friday so they can have more time to prepare for the
Sabbath," said Lawes, a former politician. "Also, it is one less day to travel to the office so they will save on expenses such as their petrol bill
and the wear and tear on their car."

Also, in tandem with cutbacks implemented by the SDA world church, the church in the West Indies will put a freeze on salary increases,
building projects and on hiring for 2009. Evangelical programmes planned for the year will also either be scrapped, postponed or be scaled
down.

"Along with those major areas of cutbacks will be a cancellation, postponement or scaling-down of some programmes and training that were
planned for the quinquennium. Among these programmes is the Festival of the Laity, which was scheduled for August 2009. This programme,
instead of being done on a Union-wide level, will be decentralised.

"The Fields, if they are able, will conduct local Festivals of the Laity. The Union will grant a subsidy to those Fields to assist in recognising the
hard work of the lay members. The Alaska Family Life Cruise, which was scheduled for July 2009, is cancelled. Staff activities at the Union
office have also been scaled down," the WIU website advised.

"Hold building projects to a minimum where possible and feasible, and try not to start any in this economic climate, and put a freeze on hiring
as we continue to seek efficiency in all that we do," read the article, quoting WIU president, Dr Patrick Allen.

Communications director at the Union, Nigel Coke, said the measures would be reviewed once every six months. "We are not panicking," he
said. "We just have to be prudent."

In contrast to the church groups already mentioned, the Jamaica Baptist Union (JBU) said surviving the recession would depend more on
"simple measures" than on "drastic change" within the organisation. There are, at this point, no plans to downsize evangelical efforts or to cut
staff.

"We have always kept before us the need to have an organisational template and model which would reflect the best use of our resources,"
said JBU general secretary Rev Karl Johnson. "We've been very, very conservative, even in bringing on staff."

Johnson said while all the data for the period ending December 2008 was not yet in, the group of 320 churches had not "felt or seen any
significant fall off in giving up to December that would be really worrying".

"We don't know how much longer that will last...(and) we're not saying it won't happen to us, but right now we see no reason to make any
drastic change more than the simple things so that others will simply live," he said.

Key among these "simple things", said Johnson, who heads the Jamaica Council of Churches which incorporates most of the established
denominational groups, is a return to community living.

"We are not exempt from whatever fallout that might take place in the economy but there are some basic things that we can commit to in
terms of the faith," he said, pointing to the system of bartering, planting backyard gardens and taking advantage of bulk or wholesale buying.
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