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Introduction



 

Occasionally, givers have a specific purpose in mind for their gifts to a church. A giver may 
ask that a gift be used during a certain time or for a specific purpose that is more narrow 
than the overall purposes of the church, creating a giver-imposed gift restriction. 

When a giver imposes a gift restriction, he or she expects the gift to be used as intended. 
It’s that simple. When a church fulfills the gift within the giver’s restrictions and in a timely 
manner, the giver is pleased and all is well.  

A giver’s restriction may also be a legal restriction enforceable under state law. This is 
another reason a church should honor a giver’s restrictions. 

Churches must faithfully respect and adhere to the restrictions imposed on the gift. Doing 
so will help the church operate above reproach, and avoid concerns about the use of the 
gifts. 

Handling giver-restricted gifts with integrity is of utmost importance to maintain a giver’s 
trust with the church. 

We want to avoid any criticism of the way we administer this liberal gift.  
For we are taking pains to do what is right, not only in the eyes of the Lord  

but also in the eyes of man.  

2 Corinthians 8:20–21
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Define giver-restricted gift

 

The relationship between the gift and the church’s purpose(s) is a fundamental factor in 
determining whether certain gifts are restricted or unrestricted from an accounting and 
legal perspective.  

An unrestricted gift is given for a purpose that is not more specific than the broad limits of 
the church’s purpose and nature. 

A restricted gift is given for a purpose that is more specific than the broad limits of the 
church’s purpose and nature, such as: 

     • Restricted for a building project or capital campaign, 

     • Restricted for a specific country, 

     • Restricted for a specific project, or 

     • Other time or purpose restrictions. 

For examples of gift restrictions, see Essential 4. 

Each of you should give what you have decided in your heart to give,  
not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.   

2 Corinthians 9:7
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Differentiate giver restrictions  
and board designations

Only givers can restrict a gift. And, in an accounting sense, gift restrictions are either 
temporary or permanent.  

In certain situations, givers have the power to unrestrict gifts, unless the funds have already 
been committed or expended for a project. In the latter case, the funds may not be 
redirected or refunded.  

Let’s consider two examples: 

1. A giver has restricted a gift for a certain project. Later, the church asks the 
giver’s permission to redirect the gift for another purpose, unrestricted or 
restricted, and the giver agrees (see Essential 7). Assuming the gift has not yet 
been committed or expended, the gift is then reclassified, based on the nature of 
the giver’s redirection.  

2. A giver may approach the church and request the redirection of a gift previously 
restricted by the giver. The church could approve the gift being used for another 
purpose, based on the giver’s request for redirection, if the funds have not 
already been committed or expended for the original project. 

Designations of unrestricted assets or net assets by a church’s governing board do not 
restrict the use of the funds. Also, board designations may be reversed by the board. For 
example, unrestricted assets or net assets are not restricted merely because a board 
designates a portion of them to fund future expenditures for a new building. 

Boards can designate unrestricted net assets and can subsequently remove a designation, 
but boards cannot unrestrict giver-restricted gifts without the consent of the giver because 
only givers can restrict or unrestrict a gift. 
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Differentiate giver preferences  
and giver restrictions

In charitable giving, there is a distinction between a giver’s restriction and a giver’s 
preference. This distinction can be a determining factor in the giver’s eligibility for a 
charitable tax deduction. 

A gift restricted for a particular individual is generally not tax-deductible because it does not 
serve charitable purposes. However, a gift to support the ministry of a particular 
preferenced individual is generally tax-deductible. 

A giver’s restriction on a gift limits the church’s use of the funds to the purposes specified 
by the giver; e.g., “This gift is made on the condition that,” or “This gift is used for XYZ 
project.” This type of gift is generally tax-deductible as a charitable contribution.  

A giver’s preference communicates a desire or suggestion which is advisory in nature.  
A desire or suggestion does not restrict the use of the gift, and allows the church to use  
the gift in relation to the desire or suggestion or to use the funds for any other purpose.  

The following examples illustrate preferenced gifts:  

Example 1:  Accompanying a gift, a giver communicates: “My preference is that the 
gift be used for the youth program. However, I give the church permission to use 
the gift for any exempt purpose consistent with the church’s mission statement.” 
This gift is not a restricted gift because the request (i.e. preference) is not binding 
as to the use of the gift.   

Example 2:  An appeal from a church that supports mission work in several 
countries describes the need for religious workers in India. The request is for funds 
preferenced to enable a particular worker supported by the church to carry out 
certain work in India. A gift in response to this appeal is restricted for the church’s 
program in India (a geographical restriction), and the gift is preferenced to support 
a particular worker. 

The following factors imply that a church has received a giver preferenced gift and not a 
restricted gift: 

     • Giver intention. The giver only expresses a desire or makes a suggestion with 
respect to a gift. 

     • Church communication. Both the solicitation and response opportunity (and 
perhaps the gift acknowledgment) from the church clearly communicate to the giver 
that preferenced gifts are sought. Solicitation materials include statements such as 
“We appreciate your desire or suggestion as to the use of the funds. While we will 
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endeavor to use the funds as you desire or suggest, we may use the gift for another 
purpose.” This is very different from the statement “Gifts made to the church are under 
the discretion and control of the church.” All gifts must be under the discretion and 
control of the church, so making that statement does not turn an otherwise giver-
restricted gift into an unrestricted gift. 

     • Giver communication. The giver communicated in writing or verbally a desire or 
suggestion for the use of the funds, but the giver did not restrict the funds for a certain 
purpose. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All the believers were one in heart and mind.  
No one claimed that any of their possessions was their own,  

but they shared everything they had.  
With great power the apostles continued to testify  

to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus.  
And God’s grace was so powerfully at work in them  
all that there were no needy persons among them.  

For from time to time those who owned land or houses  
sold them, brought the money from the sales  

and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone who had need.  

Acts 4:32–35
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Determine types of restrictions

Givers may place different types of restrictions on gifts. Here are the three basic options. 

1. Limitations on gift principal. Some of the most common giver-imposed 
limitations on gift principal include the following: 

• Expending income earned from the gift principal is permitted but spending 
the principal is not. 

• The inflation-adjusted principal of a fund cannot be expended, but the 
appreciation above that amount may be expended. 

• The principal of a restricted gift may only be expended for specific 
purposes.  

2. Limitations on time. Time limitations may include: 

• A gift’s restriction may be limited to a certain time frame. For example, a 
giver may communicate that a gift may not be used until one year after the 
gift is made. 

• Another type of time limitation is one coupled with any of the first three 
types of limitations on the use of principal, as described above. 

3. Limitations on income earned on gifts until the gift principal is expended. 
Giver-imposed limitations on income often fall on the following categories:  

• Income accumulation: Givers may require that income from the gift be 
accumulated in a variety of ways. 

• Restrictions on use of income: Givers may impose a restriction on the use of 
the income from a gift.
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Communicate appeals clearly

Before sharing an appeal (a gift request) to prospective givers, a church should determine 
whether responses to the gift appeal will result in gifts with or without restrictions. Once this 
determination is made, the church should be sure all aspects of the acknowledgments 
provided to givers, as well as the accounting treatment, are consistent with the unrestricted 
vs. restricted determination.  

If the gift appeal is consistent with the broad scope of the church’s purpose and nature, the 
gift is generally unrestricted. (For example, the broad purpose of the church might be “We 
are focused on meeting the needs of our community and, in a broader sense, ministering to 
people around the world.) However, if the appeal speaks to a need that is more specific 
than the broad limits imposed by the church’s purpose and nature (for example, missions 
support for Europe), the use of the gift is limited to the use as outlined in the appeal.   

Examples of giver restrictions that are more specific than the broad limits imposed by the 
church’s purpose and nature include: 

1. Project restriction. A church provides the opportunity to support a building 
project. Givers donate in response to the appeal. Gifts received for the building 
project are restricted gifts. 

2. Missionary support preferenced for a particular missionary. The church 
requests gifts to support missionaries serving in various countries around the 
world. A giver restricts a gift to the church preferenced for the support of a 
particular missionary that is serving in Sudan. Although the gift is preferenced 
for the missionary but not limited to the missionary, the fact that the missionary 
is serving in Sudan is the basis for a geographic limitation on the gift.  

3. Missionary support without a preference for a particular missionary.  
The church requests gifts to support missionaries serving in various countries 
around the world. A giver makes a gift in support of these missionaries, in 
general. The gift is a restricted gift. 

Clear communication of an appeal is the starting point in identifying an unrestricted vs. a 
restricted gift. Additional communication with the giver relating to the appeal and proper 
recording of the gift in the accounting records should support the unrestricted vs. restricted 
determination.   

For a biblical example of the clear communication of an appeal, consider the Apostle Paul’s 
words to the Corinthians at the beginning of 1 Corinthians 16. Word had spread that the 
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Christians in Jerusalem were starving as a result of the famine. In response, he gave clear 
instructions to the Corinthians and all the churches about how to give to help meet this 
need. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now about the collection for the Lord’s people:  
Do what I told the Galatian churches to do.  

On the first day of every week, each one of you should  
set aside a sum of money in keeping with your income, saving it up,  

so that when I come no collections  
will have to be made. Then, when I arrive, I will give letters of introduction  

to the men you approve and send them with your gift to Jerusalem.  
If it seems advisable for me to go also, they will accompany me.  

Acts 4:32–35
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Exercise discretion and control over gifts

Churches must exercise discretion and control over all charitable gifts, whether unrestricted 
or restricted. 

A common misconception is that the control a church board must exercise over any giver-
restricted gift is in conflict with, or contradictory to, stipulations by givers. This is not true.  

Some believe that churches should not follow giver restrictions, from time to time, to 
demonstrate their control. This is inappropriate. 

Board control and giver restrictions are really a “hand-in-glove” concept. It is not either/or 
but both/and !  Restricted gifts must be used for a specific purpose, whereas unrestricted 
gifts may be used for any purpose within the church’s mission. 

The board must control all contributions to a church, unrestricted and restricted, to be used 
exclusively for church purposes. And, the board must provide reasonable measures to 
assure that giver-restricted gifts are used for the intended purpose(s). 

Notifying the giver that the church will exercise discretion and control over the gift does not 
remove the giver’s restriction placed on a gift. 
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When restricted gifts cannot be used  
for intended purposes

Sometimes a church holds giver-restricted resources which it cannot use for the intended 
purposes in the foreseeable future.  

This can occur either because the church has accomplished the purpose for which the gifts 
were solicited and some amounts remained unspent, or it wasn’t able to proceed with a 
project for some reason (for example, the need no longer existed, there were political 
problems in the target country, or the church was unable to attract other needed resources). 
In these situations, the church must decide what to do with amounts that cannot be used in 
the near future for the original intended purposes. 

When restricted gifts cannot be used for the intended purpose, churches and givers may 
consider the following options: 

     • Seek giver permission to redirect the amounts to other projects or notify givers of 
the church’s desire to redirect gifts.   

     • Redirect the amounts to a project with a similar purpose if the amount involved is 
relatively insignificant. The redirection of these amounts often does not necessitate 
giver permission. 

     • Refund unspent amounts to givers. If a church cannot fulfill a restricted gift and the 
restriction is not released or redirected, it may be appropriate to refund the gift to the 
giver. 

Refunding gifts to givers has implications for the church’s donation records and gift 
receipts. While a church does not have any IRS filing requirement with respect to a gift 
refund, the refund of a donation may be taxable to the giver for a contribution that is 
refunded in a subsequent year. A church should communicate to the giver that there are 
potential tax implications of a refunded gift and encourage consultation with a tax 
professional. 

Refunding gifts should rarely be done by a church. The consistent refunding of gifts or 
generally considering gifts as refundable is a strong indication that a church does not have 
sufficient control over a gift for it to qualify for a charitable deduction. 

10 Essentials of Giver-Restricted Gifts to Churches 18



Report project 
results

8



Report project results
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A “project” generally occurs when a giver restricts the use of a gift as to purpose, and/or a 
church accepts contributions that are solicited with a time limitation or for an area of 
program services, such as a specific project. 

Project reports should communicate results to givers as evidence of a church’s accountability. 
ECFA Standard 5 requires a church to provide a report, on request, including the amount 
donated for a particular project, the costs related to administering the project, and the 
amounts applied to the project for which the solicitation was made.  

While Standard 5 only requires project reports be provided on request, proactive churches 
send reports to givers and/or publish project updates on their websites to communicate 
project results to givers in a timely manner. 

Unrestricted contributions have no implicit or explicit time or giver restrictions and are 
available to be used at any time and in any exempt area or operation of the church. 
Therefore, project reporting does not apply to unrestricted gifts.  

The Apostle Paul gave a project update to the Corinthian church in his second letter 
addressed to them. Notice that he wants them to know that even as God moved the 
Macedonians to respond, he wanted them to follow through by participating as well.  
He acknowledges this participation as an act of grace. We are wise to follow suit.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And now, brothers and sisters, we want you to know about the grace  
that God has given the Macedonian churches. In the midst of a very severe trial,  

their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity.  
For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability.  

Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing  
in this service to the Lord’s people. And they exceeded our expectations:  

They gave themselves first of all to the Lord, and then by the will of God also to us.  
So we urged Titus, just as he had earlier made a beginning, to bring also to completion  

this act of grace on your part. But since you excel in everything—in faith, in speech,  
in knowledge, in complete earnestness and in the love we have kindled in you— 

ee that you also excel in this grace of giving. 

2 Corinthians 8:1–7
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Avoid borrowing restricted funds

When a church’s finances are tight, it is possible to deplete cash balances relating to 
operating funds. Then, churches may be tempted to borrow cash held for unexpended 
restricted gifts in order to cover operating expenses.   

Churches are legally required to spend giver-restricted gifts to further the intent and 
purposes expressed by the giver. Therefore, loans from these funds should be avoided. 

Borrowing giver-restricted funds is more troublesome than other types of loans. State laws 
generally require that a church demonstrate that a loan is prudent. If the loan is simply to 
fund operating shortfalls or reflects the church’s financial difficulties, the church’s board will 
generally have trouble demonstrating that borrowing giver-restricted funds is prudent. 
Additionally, some states prohibit borrowing restricted funds for operations. 

Although loans from unexpended giver-restricted gifts should be avoided, a church that 
borrows from them should clearly reflect the borrowing in the financial statements provided 
to the board. The board should adopt appropriate policies to ensure the funds are repaid 
within a short period of time. 
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Communicate budgetary and tithing policies

When a giver restricts a gift for a segment of a church’s operating budget, clarity in the 
communication between the giver and the church is necessary to ensure honoring the 
giver’s wishes. Consider the following examples: 

Example 1:  A giver makes a $1,000 contribution to a church for its youth program. 
The youth budget for the year is $5,000. If it is the giver’s understanding that the 
$1,000 will merely help fund the youth budget for the year, the gift should be used 
to provide resources for the fund. By accepting the $1,000 gift, the church does 
not need to fund expenses in addition to the $5,000 budget. 

Example 2:  A giver makes a $10,000 contribution to a church for its youth program. 
The youth budget for the year is $25,000. The giver specifies the $10,000 must be 
used over and above the $25,000 budget. Some churches may reject this gift 
because it gives the giver power to significantly override the budget. However, if 
the gift is accepted with the stated condition, the church must spend the $10,000 
above the amount budgeted. 

Some churches desire to give a tithe of what they receive to another ministry. This is often 
based on a sincere belief that the scriptural principles of tithing extend to their church 
income.  

If a church decides to adopt a tithing policy that includes giver’s restricted gifts, it is 
important that the church properly communicate this policy to its givers. This should be 
done at least annually through venues such as annual reports, fundraising appeals, or gift 
receipts. 

Many churches use a unified budget concept where givers make unrestricted contributions 
to the church and trust the church leadership to apply the gifts to the greatest need. The 
purpose of this type of giving is to instill confidence in the church’s leadership. If the church 
follows a “no restricted gifts policy,” it should be communicated clearly with givers and gifts 
with restrictions should be declined.
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Now What? Action Steps to Excellence

     • Understand the definition of restricted vs. unrestricted gifts, especially regarding the 
specificity of time or purpose stated by the giver. 

     • Differentiate between giver restrictions and board designations, and handle funds 
accordingly. 

     • Differentiate between giver preferences and giver restrictions, and communicate 
clearly with givers regarding both. 

     • Determine the types of restrictions that apply to a particular gift and handle those 
funds accordingly. 

     • Before making an appeal for a giving opportunity, establish a clear distinction as to 
whether it is a specific or general appeal, communicate that distinction to givers in the 
appeal, and handle funds accordingly that come in as a response to the appeal. 

     • Exercise control and discretion by the church board with appropriate honoring of the 
giver’s restrictions.  

     • If restricted gifts cannot be expended for the intended purpose, communicate with the 
giver for permission to redirect the funds if at all possible. If refunding the gift is 
necessary, be sure to communicate all tax implications to the giver. 

     • Report project results to givers directly and/or by publishing the results on the church 
website. 

     • Avoid borrowing cash related to unexpended restricted gifts if at all possible. If a loan 
is taken against those funds, there should be documentation to show “prudence” and 
to outline a plan for the funds to be quickly repaid. 

     • Clearly communicate with givers regarding gifts given within or above the allotted 
budget, as well as any policy the church may have for tithing to other ministries. 

10 Essentials of Giver-Restricted Gifts to Churches 26



Resources



ECFAPress eBooks
in the Church SeriesPRESS

10 Essentials of Forming  
a Church 

Churches are formed to give followers of 
Christ the opportunity to worship 
together, grow in faith, and meet the 
needs of the local community.  There are 
also practical legal and financial 
consequences that arise when organizing 
a church.  This resource highlights ten of 
the most common issues that surface 

when forming a church and offers insights to address them.

FORMING A
CHURCH

10 ESSENTIALS OF

ESSENTIALS
SERIES

CHURCH

10 Essentials of Taxes  
for Ministers 

This resource provides a cogent 
overview of the ten most basic 
fundamentals of clergy tax.  Clergy who 
understand these ten fundamentals 
will have a better understanding of the 
Federal tax issues impacting them.  
Some of these crucial issues include the 
clergy housing allowance, expense 

reimburse ments, social security tax, and more.

10 Essentials of Social Security 
for Ministers 

Social security tax is one of the most 
complicated issues for many clergy in the 
U.S.  It all starts with two types of social 
security–and a minster might be subject 
to both types of social security in the 
same tax year.  The tax forms do not 
provide a convenient way to calculate the 
amount subject to social security tax.  

Understanding these ten fundamentals provides a good grasp of the 
social security basics that are often puzzling to ministers.

10 Essentials of the 
Minister’s Housing Exclusion 

The minister’s housing exclusion 
provides an income tax advantage to 
nearly every minister—in some 
instances ministers can save thousands 
of dollars per year using this tax 
provision.  Maximizing this benefit 
requires coordination with the church, 
keeping good records of housing 

expenses, and applying the housing exclusion limits provided in the 
tax law.  If you understand these essentials, you will have a sound 
understanding of the housing exclusion basics for ministers.

10 Essentials of Giver-
Restricted Gifts to Churches 

Givers often make gifts to churches for 
specific purposes and many of these 
gifts are in response to resource-raising 
opportunities shared by churches.  These 
gifts, often called “designated” or 
“restricted,” must be expended 
consistently with giver intent. This 
resource outlines the way churches can 

handle giver-restricted gifts with integrity. 

5 Essentials of Reimbursing 
Ministerial Expenses 

How a church handles the payment of 
business expenses incurred by staff 
speaks volumes about the integrity of 
the church. Adequate substantiation is 
the starting point to qualify business 
expense reimbursements for tax-free 
treatment. This resource covers the 
steps for churches to maximize 

stewardship for both the church and staff.
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HOUSING
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8 Essentials of Compensating 
Ministers 

Setting the compensation of ministers 
should meet high standards that will 
enhance our Christian witness.  These 
standards include utilizing comparability 
data to ensure reasonable compensation, 
approving compensation independently 
of the person whose compensa-tion is 
being set, and properly documenting 

compensation, including fringe benefits.  This resource covers all of this 
and much more.

7 Essentials of Related-Party 
Transactions for Churches 

Conflict of interest situations are common 
with churches—when a person who is 
responsible for promoting church 
interests is involved at the same time in a 
competing personal interest.  A church 
should only enter into related-party 
transactions if strict guidelines are met.  
Even then, the risk of misperceptions may 

cause church leaders to choose to avoid related-party transactions.  

9 Essentials of  
Church Cash Reserves 

Adequate cash reserves are necessary for a 
church to pay its obligations on time in 
spite of fluctuations in monthly revenue. 
Still, developing and maintaining appro -
priate cash reserves is often one of the 
most overlooked and misunder-stood 
issues for a church.  This resource provides 
an overview of the different types of 

reserves and how a church may achieve them.

COMPENSATING
MINISTERS

8 ESSENTIALS OF

ESSENTIALS
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9 Essentials of Church Fringe 
Benefits 

Fringe benefits are taxable and must be 
included in the recipient’s taxable pay 
except for those the law specifically 
excludes.  Therefore, it is important for 
churches to design fringe benefit plans to 
model stewardship for the church and 
structure fringe benefit plans to allow 
employees to maximize compensation.  

This resource will help you understand how to effectively use fringe 
benefits. 

10 Essentials of Church 
Budgeting 

Preparing and utilizing budgets for a 
church is not as easy as it might seem.  
There may be several types of budgets: 
operating, cash, and capital.  Budgets 
provide the guardrails to build cash 
reserves and keep expenses within certain 
limits, and assure there is adequate cash to 
pay operating, mortgage, and capital 

expenses.  This resource provides the keys to maximize the benefits 
from church budgets.

9 Essentials of Avoiding 
Church Fraud 

Fraud and misuse of church resources can 
create sensational news and cause a 
diminished witness for Jesus Christ.  While 
it is almost impossible to eliminate all 
fraud, churches should find a reasonable 
balance between preventive efforts and 
risks.  This resource helps churches 
understand how to identify fraud risks and 

implement fraud prevention. 

7 Essentials of Cash Gift 
Acknowledgments for Churches 

It is a privilege for churches to express 
appreciation to givers for their generosity.  
Thanking givers for their contributions 
seems simple. But it is often not so.  The 
complexity comes because U.S. tax law 
only allows charitable deductions for 
certain gifts, and charitable gift 
acknowledgments must meet strict 

substantiation requirements.  This resource guides a church through 
these challenging issues.

7 Essentials of Noncash Gift 
Administration for Churches 

Most gifts to churches are in an electronic 
form with some additional gifts coming in 
the form of checks and currency.  Noncash 
gifts—gifts of stock, real estate, other 
property, plus gifts of services—are often 
very helpful to fulfill a church’s mission. 
Most of these gifts are tax-deductible, but 
some are not.  This resource is helpful in 

addressing accounting and charitable gift receipting of noncash gifts.
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7 Essentials of Preparing for a 
Church Audit, Review, or 
Compilation 

Though the process can be intimidating, 
there are many ways to maximize the 
benefits of an audit.  Independent 
reporting offers assurance to donors and 
in some cases, identifies weaknesses that 
may otherwise go undetected.  Determine 
what level of CPA engagement is right for 

your church and prepare with confidence.

10 Essentials of Church 
Accounting and Financial 
Reporting 

The accounting for church financial 
resources is the basis for accurately 
documenting revenue and expense.  A 
sound accounting system provides the 
data to determine if a church is on track in 
comparison to the budget.  It is also 
important to provide the appropriate 

financial reporting to the right audience.  This resource covers the 
basics for optimizing the church accounting system and providing 
meaningful reporting.

9 Essentials of Church Internal 
Controls 

Setting the compensation of church 
leaders should meet high standards that 
will enhance our Christian witness.  These 
standards include utilizing comparability 
data to ensure reasonable compensation, 
approving compensation independently 
of the person whose compensation is 
being set, and properly documenting 

compensation, including fringe benefits.  This resource covers all of this 
and much more.
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10 Essentials of Church  
Risk Management 

There are a variety of risks in a congre -
gation and all of them ultimately can have 
a financial impact.  Risks range from 
property to people.  It is not enough to 
understand risks exist.  Churches must be 
able to prioritize and mitigate identified 
risks.  This resource is designed to help you 
begin to think more intentionally about 

risks in your congregation and where you may need to focus more 
attention. 

8 Essentials of Retirement 
Planning for Ministers and 
Churches 

Retirement planning is important for 
ministers. The church should play an active 
role in the planning process for both 
ministers and staff. This resource will assist 
the church and the minister to better 
understand the stages of retirement and 
the resulting financial needs. It will also 

provide practical tips on selecting and implementing a plan that 
encourages participation by ministers and staff to prepare adequately 
for traditional retirement years.

6 Essentials of Copyright Law 
for Churches 

A church’s intellectual property includes 
the sermons preached at its services, the 
original curriculum and other writings it 
produces, the original music if it produces, 
and the video and audio recordings of its 
services. But who owns this intellectual 
property? This resource addresses the 
ownership of sermons and other kinds of 

intellectual property commonly generated by churches.

5 Essentials of International 
Financial Activity for Churches 

A church that sends funds internationally 
incurs significant legal and compliance 
requirements.  The church must retain 
control and discretion over the use of the 
funds just as much as if the funds were 
expended in the U.S.  This resource covers 
the special rules for screening and vetting 
international grant recipients, reporting 

when a church has a financial interest or signatory authority over certain 
financial accounts, and carries significant cash in or out of the U.S.

10 Essentials of Dashboard 
Reporting 

Dashboards are really nothing more than 
user-friendly tools for displaying perfor -
mance measures.  What is working well?  
What went wrong?  How can the church 
improve and further fulfill its mission?  
Dashboards are not only a powerful tool 
for staff to communicate important 
information to the board, but also for 

alerting staff to internal or external changes that could affect the way 
programs are administered. 
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5 Building Blocks of 
Church Financial Integrity 

When it comes to building a church’s 
financial integrity, many leaders simply 
don’t know where to start.  Some think that 
establishing a strong financial foundation 
is too difficult, or perhaps only possible for 
large churches.  The good news is building 
a church’s financial integrity is not as 
complicated as some might think.  It is all 

about properly adding one building block at a time.

10 Essentials of Church 
Internal Audits 

Internal audits are very meaningful to a 
church whether or not an external CPA 
audit is performed.  Internal audits are 
often performed by a committee of 
individuals with accounting expertise.  
Improvements in internal controls and 
accounting procedures is often a result of 
this process.  And, in some instances, fraud 

or the misuse of church funds may be identified and/or prevented. 

10 Essentials of Understanding 
Church Financial Statements 

Church financial statements consist of a 
lot of numbers—probably hundreds of 
numbers or more of numbers.  Some 
numbers or combinations of numbers are 
much more important than other 
numbers.  So which numbers are the key 
ones?  How can a church board discern 
the key financial data—positive and less 

than positive?  This resource provides many of the answers you need to 
understand church financial statements.  
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Now in publication for three decades, the Church and Nonprofit Tax & Financial Guide and the Minister’s 
Tax & Financial Guide are two of the most trusted tax and financial reference guides for leaders of 
churches and other religious nonprofit organizations. These companion resources written by ECFA staff 
Dan Busby and Michael Martin are designed to provide up-to-date information in an easy-to-understand 
format on key issues affecting churches and nonprofits and the ministers serving them. 
 

To order these helpful resources, visit ECFA.org

The Church Knowledge Center contains hundreds of documents on church finance, governance, 
stewardship, and more. In addition, check out the ECFA website for special church webinars, 
newsletters, and other practical learning opportunities. 

https://www.ecfa.org/Resources.aspx


NOTES 

This text is provided with the acknowledgment that the authors and the publisher are  
not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional advice or service.  
Professional advice on specific issues should be sought from an accountant, lawyer,  
or other professional.
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