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Appeals court backs tax-free clergy housing 

By Kathy L. Gilbert and 
Heather Hahn 
March 25, 2019 | UMNS 

A federal appeals court has 
ruled that clergy can continue 
receiving tax-free housing al-
lowances. Photo illustration by 
Nattanan Kanchanaprat, Pixa-
bay. 
Retiring at 65 with no home equity and taking out a 30-year mortgage 
for the first time is a reality for many United Methodist  
retired pastors like the Rev. Harold Burkett, who lived in a parsonage 
when he first started his ministry.  
The news of a U.S. federal court ruling assuring clergy can keep  
getting housing allowances tax-free is a blessing, he said. 
Burkett said living in a parsonage meant he had no opportunity to  
create equity for retirement and while the parsonage wasnôt income, it 
was considered part of his clergy compensation. He was also required 
to pay social security tax on the value of the parsonage at the higher 
self-employed rate. 
ñThe possibility of establishing funds for a retirement home was very 
limited for some,ò he said. ñI was blessed to have made a decent wage 
and could do some saving along the way.ò He retired from Sanctuary 
United Methodist Church in North Wales, Pennsylvania, in 2003. 
In a unanimous decision released March 15, three judges on the U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the 7th Circuit reversed a 2017 federal court  
ruling. The lower court had found that the tax exemption amounted to 
an unconstitutional establishment of religion. 
The appeals court concluded the 1954 law is constitutional, saying the 
law ñhas a secular legislative purpose, its principal effect is neither to 
endorse nor to inhibit religion, and it does not cause excessive  
government entanglement.ò The ruling also noted that Congress has 
provided federal tax exemptions for religious organizations as far back 
as 1802. 
ñThe housing allowance helps with this financial burden late in life. 
We always lived in a parsonage and have been retired for 13 years,ò 
said the Rev. John C. Nesbitt of Myerstown, Pennsylvania. 
Two United Methodist agencies ð the General Council on Finance 
and Administration and Wespath Benefits and Investments ð were 
part of an amicus brief filed by the Church Alliance in support of the 
housing allowance tax exemption. The Church Alliance is an interfaith 
coalition of the chief executive officers of 37 religiously affiliated 
benefit programs. 
In their argument, attorneys for the Church Alliance said ministers 
who arranged their affairs based on the tax rules would find ñtheir 
circumstances severely straitened, and their hopes for an adequate 
retirement jeopardized.ò 
Wespath general counsel Andy Hendren said the decision brings 
ñmuch needed securityò to thousands of clergy of all faith traditions 
across America. 
ñThe Church Alliance brief argued that the cash housing allowance for 
clergy is a constitutionally permitted accommodation of religion. This 
is particularly true when viewed in the context of the exclusion for 
in-kind clergy housing, i.e., parsonages, and the exclusion of employer 
circumstances,ò Hendren said.  
ñWe were very pleased to see our arguments embraced by the court of 
appeals,ò he added.  

Hendren is treasurer of the Church Alliance and Barbara  
Boigegrain, top executive of Wespath, is on the steering  
committee for the organization. 
Under the 1954 federal law, a ñminister of the gospelò doesnôt 
pay income taxes on compensation designated as housing  
allowance. The Internal Revenue Service has traditionally  
interpreted ñministerò broadly to encompass rabbis, imams 
and other religious leaders. 
The Freedom from Religion Foundation, based in Madison, 
Wisconsin, sued the IRS and argued that the law discriminates 
against secular employees. 
The alliance argued, among other things, that congregations 
have come to depend on the nearly 65-year-old tax provision. 
If the law was held unconstitutional, the brief said, ñchurches 
that acted in reliance on this statute ð and on the century and 
a half of constitutional jurisprudence that supported it ð 
would be trapped.ò 
The ruling does not deal with parsonages, which have been tax
-free since the United States enacted the federal income tax in 
1913. 
Nevertheless, the stakes were high for The United Methodist 
Church. As of 2017, 13,540 United Methodist churches ð 
about 43 percent of the denomination's churches in the United 
States ð paid some amount of housing allowance to clergy, 
according to General Council on Finance and Administration 
data.   
This is the second time the appellate court faced a case from 
the Freedom from Religion Foundation, which has been  
battling the tax exemption for a decade. 
U.S. District Judge Barbara Crabb struck down the housing-
allowance tax break as unconstitutional in 2013 and again in 
2017. 
The 7th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals overturned her earlier 
ruling in 2014, but at the time, it did not rule on the merits in 
the case. Instead, the panel ruled that the co-presidents of the 
Freedom from Religion Foundation did not have standing to 
sue because they had never tried to claim the exemption on 
their housing allowance. 
This time, the appellate court took up the constitutional  
questions, deciding it is in line with the U.S. First  
Amendment. 
In its ruling, the court noted that similar tax exemptions apply 
to more than clergy.  
The Freedom from Religion Foundation argues the law 
ñrenders unto God that which is Caesarôs,ò the court said in its 
conclusion. ñBut this tax provision falls into the play between 
the joints of the Free Exercise Clause and the Establishment 
Clause: neither commanded by the former, nor proscribed by 
the latter.ò 
Annie Laurie Gaylor, co-president of the Freedom from  
Religion Foundation and one of the plaintiffs, said after the 
ruling that the exemption is still discriminatory. 
ñThe housing allowance is so clearly a handout to churches 
and clergy, and it so clearly shows preferential treatment and  
discriminating in favor of ministers,ò she said in a prepared 
statement. 
The General Council on Finance and Administration also  
posted a statement about the decision saying, ñit is possible, if 
not likely, that FFRF will ask the United States Supreme Court  
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to review the 7th Circuitôs ruling, but there is no guarantee that 
such a request would be granted.ò 
 
Gilbert and Hahn are multimedia news reporters in Nashville. 
Contact them at (615) 742-5470 or newsdesk@umcom.org. To 
read more United Methodist news subscribe to the free Daily or 
Weekly Digests.  
 

Box Tops 

The Missions Team is still collecting Box Tops  
for Sparta Area Schools. If you would like to 
help, please leave your clipped box tops  (as shown on right) in 
Wesley Hall.  

 

 

 

 

ñHand2Hand Packingò Sunday, April 28th and May 12th. The 

packing will take place immediately following worship service at 

11:30am in Wesley Hall. May 12th packing will be our last one for 

the school year! Listed below, are the new ñfeatured items.ò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GriefShare Corner:  
Come join us each Tuesday from 
6:00-7:30pm at the Office & Ministry 
Building, as we journey each week 
from mourning to joy! 

April Featured Food Items Shopping List 

Egg noodles (12-16 oz bags) 

Canned chicken 

Syrup (24 oz bottle or smaller) 

Individual cereal boxes 

Always Needed—Boxes of Individually Pack-

aged 

Oatmeal Packets 

Breakfast Bars 

Fruit Cups 

Pudding Cups 

Cracker Sandwiches 

Soup 

Microwave Popcorn 

Individual Servings of Cereal Boxes  

Individually Packaged Breakfast/Snack/Lunch 

Items 

White Breakfast @ 10am on April 18th in the 
Ravenna UMC Fellowship Hall 

62nd annual White Breakfast will begin with 
a meal of breakfast casseroles, fruit, sweet 
breads, coffee, tea, and   juices followed by 
an Easter Drama, ñRobes of Righteous-
ness.ò  A basket for a free will offering will 
be passed at the end of the program.  This 
program is open to all that wish to attend 
and we extend our invitation to all our area 
churches.   
Please call Sue Gilbert at 231-206-4413 or church at  
231-853-6688 to reserve your spot. They request that you sign 
up by Sunday, April 14th.  Thanks!  
 

March Madness 

The men pulled through and made a comeback! Sorry ladies.  
Can they do it again? Or will the women regain their  

championship? Find out Sunday! 
Sunday, March 31st we collected a total 
of $84.22. The winning team won  by 
$44.22. This brings the grand total for 
March Madness to $1,374.59. 

APRIL BIRTHDAYS 
April 4 Shelly Murdock 
              Brandon Ingersoll 
              Margaret Blaauw 
April 5 Felicia Stuhan 
April 6 Celsa Moreno 
April 10 Sue Steenhagen 
               John Snyder 
               Ben Levandoski 
April 11 Wayne Hyde 
April 14 Cheryl Meyer 
April 15 Ken Shangle 
               Brad Greeno 
April 16 Paul Schulz 
               Wesley Scott 
April 17 Amy Bannink-       
               Burmeister 
               Clark Schulz 
April 19 Richard VanGessel 
April 22 Kerry Emelander 
April 23 Logan DeGlopper  
April 24 Joshua Greeno 
April 29 Judi Anderson 

 
APRIL  
ANNIVERSARIES 
4/3/70 
Hal & Linda Lindsay 

4/5/75 
Dale & Cindy Young 

4/8/78 
Bill & Ruby Skibinski 

4/21/78 
Gary & Sue Cowden 

4/25/09 
Jeremy & Sara DeGlopper 
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Family Fare Receipts 

Keep bringing in your Family Fare receipts! Once we have collected 
the required $150,000 in eligible receipts, the SpartanNash Direct 

Your Dollars program will reward the Church 
with a $1,000 check. So keep them coming! 
You can drop them off in the Office &  
Ministry Building or place them in the white 
mail box in Wesley Hall.  
 

 

Mother-Daughter Banquet 

The Mother-daughter banquet is Thursday, May 9 at 
6:30PM. Tickets are required to attend and cannot 
be purchased at the door. Ticket prices are: Adults 
$7.50, Children 4-11 years of age $4.00, 3 and under 
are FREE. Tickets will be sold on Sundays before 
and after the following services; April 14, 21 & 28.  

~Deb DeGlapper 
 

Journey Program 

Starting the Thursday after Easter, April 
25th, Sparta United Methodist Church is 
excited to announce a NEW youth  
program, called  
Journey. The program 
will run from 6:00 PM 

to 7:30 PM every Thursday.  
Volunteers and nursery coverage is needed! All 
ages of children and youth are welcome to par-
ticipate in the program. From this program, our 
hope is it will help expand and grow our youth 
group.  

In order to kick off this  
program successfully with 
stainability, we will need lots of willing hearts 
and hands to serve. Please prayerfully consider 
getting  
involved. We ask for a lot of prayers for Godôs 
blessing in everything that we do for the next 
generation.                                    
           ~Heather Westra 

 

Easter Egg Hunt 

Sparta UMC will be hosting a Easter Egg Hunt 
following Easter service. We are collecting candy 
for the eggs and are also in need of egg stuffers. If 
you are interested in helping out, please contact 
Heather Westra at (616) 298-6849. Candy donations can be left in 
the Office & Ministry Building or given to Heather Westra on  
Sundays. Thank you!  

Schedules 
Mondays 

            7 pm ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦBoy Scouts Church Wesley Hall         

Tuesdays 
            9:30 am ................Girl Talk Study Group 

            6:00-7:30pmΧΧΧΦGrief Share (February 5 through April 30) 

1st Tuesday of each Month 

            5:45 pmΧΧΧΧΧΦΦΦFinance Meeting  

         6:30 pmΧΧΧΧΧΧAd Council Meeting 

Wednesdays 
            6 pm ......................Worship Design Team 
            т–у pm ..................Adult Choir practice 
4th Thursday of each Month 
            6 pm ......................Vision Team                              

2nd Saturday of each Month 

            8 amΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦMenΩs Mealtime Rally 
Sunday mornings 
            уΥпр–ммΥпр ΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦ Nursery (ages л–п years) 
            уΥол–фΥпр ΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦ Disciple Bible Study 
            9:00 ..................... Adult Bible Study 
            9:00 ..................... Middle & Senior High  

                                             Sunday School 
            9:00 ..................... Chime Choir Practice /  

                                             Craft Time (Pre-K – 5th) 
            9:30 ..................... ChildrenΩs Choir Practice                         

                                             (Pre-K – 5th) 
Parents: pick up your child at 10 am from practice 

            9:50 ..................... Adult Choir pre-service     

                                             rehearsal 
            10:10 ................... Morning Worship  

                                             Celebration 
            10:30 ................... Pre-K – 5th Grade Sunday     

                                             School 
10:10 am Worship Attendant Volunteers  

April 7 
Soundboard ..............Doug Shupe & Kerry Emelander  

Head Usher ...............Dale Young 

Nursery Assistant ......Naomi Collins 
Welcome Table .........Jackie Brewer 

Holy CommunionΧΧΦMillie Cass & Jeanne Drier 

Intercessory Prayer ...Barb Taylor  

Scripture ReaderΧΧΧBrenda McCracken 

Fellowship TimeΧΦΦΦΦΦΦΦDorcas Circle (Margaret Collins, Anne Maksimchuk, 

Becky Souter) 

Altar FlowersΧΧΧΧΧΦDale & Cindy Young 

Save the Date 

Apr. 9 Finance Meeting 5:45PM Dining Room  

Apr. 9 Ad Council Meeting 6:30PM Dining Room  

Apr. 10 Mary Martha 9:30AM 

Apr. 10 Dorcas Circle 5:30PM Providing a meal for Hope Lodge  

Apr. 13 MenΩs Mealtime Rally  

Apr. 21 Easter Sunday 

Apr. 27 Free Community Breakfast 8:00-10:00AM 
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