Top 5 Takeaways from Finances and Faith Report

Congregational finances are ever-present in the minds of religious leaders. When asked for their
top two concerns regarding the current state of their congregation, numerous clergy leaders
mention topics related to monetary giving, financial health, and long-term financial stability.
Worries about the current financial position of the congregation or anxiety over forecasting trends
for the future financial viability of their congregation are very common among clergy leaders.

Using nationally representative survey data of congregations from 2020 and 2023, our latest report
explores the income and expenses of congregations, the use of online giving, per capita giving, self-
rated financial health, financial health of clergy leaders, and speculates on the immediate and
long-term effects of the pandemic. Here are a few of these key findings.

1.

While the median income of a congregation is higher than ever, it is not keeping pace
with inflation. The median income of a congregation in 2023 is $165,000 which is a notable
increase from the median in 2020 ($120,000) and the highest reported in nearly 15 years.
However, inflation rate from 2010 to 2023 is almost 40% and the median income in 2023 is
about $45,000 under what it would be in order to have the same purchasing power as in
2010. Similarly, income per capita is higher in 2023 than it was in 2020 ($2,222 and $2,000
respectively), but more than $100 below what it should be to remain constant with inflation.
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Online giving is continuing to become popular among congregations. Congregations
have started offering and emphasizing online giving a lot more in the past few years,
continuing a trend started in the late 2010s. In 2023, only 31% of congregations do not use
online giving at all and almost half of congregations report using online “a lot.” Further, the
percentage of participants who use online giving and the percentage of financial gifts
coming via these channels have both increased as well. Use and emphasis of online giving
is associated with higher per capita income.



3. Most leaders subjectively assess that their congregation is doing well financially. 61%
of leaders report their congregation is in excellent or good financial health (26% and 35%
respectively) which is higher than in 2020 (17% and 33% respectively). Further, the
percentage of congregations reporting being in financial difficulty is only 11%, the lowest
percentage in nearly two decades. Half of congregations report having the same financial
health in 2023 as in 2018 while 22% have improved their financial health, and 27% have
experienced a decrease in financial health. Most of the congregations who decreased their
financial health, however, experienced only slight declines and are still in a good or fair
financial position.

4. Most clergy leaders say they are doing okay financially. Clergy leaders score higher on
financial health than the general public and most of them are in “good” or “great” financial
health (34% and 31% respectively). Not surprisingly, however, the financial health of the
leader is highly related to the financial health of the congregation.

5. The COVID-19 Pandemic had a direct impact on the financial well-being of some
congregations. About 3 in 10 congregations felt the pandemic put their congregation’s
financial viability at risk. This was especially true among small congregations and
congregations in the Mainline protestant Christian tradition. Further, in the summer of 2021,
nearly a third (30%) of congregations reported a decrease in participant donations. Finally,
in 2021, a quarter of congregations reported an increase in people coming to congregations
for financial assistance and 14% of congregations reported increasing their community
outreach programs related to financial assistance.

In conclusion, finances are an important topic for most congregations. While the direct impact of
the pandemic on the finances of religious organizations may not be dramatic, the post-pandemic
financial reality indirectly impacts other forces at work over the past few years. Stressors from
changing realities within congregations (such as diminishing member size, less frequent worship
attendance, etc.) coupled with changes in society more broadly (such as higher inflation rates,
changing tax laws, and an overall declining support of nonprofits) make this a challenging fiscal
time for many faith communities. Within this time of transition, however, creative thinking about
the ways an organization’s mission can be funded and sustained into the future may be useful.

For a deeper look, see the full “Finances and Faith: A Look at Financial Health Among
Congregations in the Post-Pandemic Reality” report.
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