Donations to Independent Ministries

A number of years ago, it was announced that SDA churches were not to issue tax receipts for donations to non-profit
entities that had their own 501(c)(3), and as of August, 2021, it was requested even more strongly that this policy be
followed. Amazing Facts, Quiet Hour, Wildwood, Outpost Centers International, Maranatha, AFM, Jesus for Asia and
3ABN are among such entities. If you receive a donation to an independent ministry, return it to the donor and ask them
to donate directly to that ministry.

In addition, we are not, in general, to accept donations and give tax receipts for ministries, even if they are not a full-
fledged non-profit with their own 501(c)(3), if they do not show up in our SDA Yearbook. If they are not in the yearbook,
it means that the SDA church has no say or control in how the funds are spent, which means there is no denominational
accountability to spend them according to IRS guidelines. | am not saying that none of them can be trusted. | am saying
that, as a denomination that issues tax receipts, we are responsible to follow the IRS guidelines in how those donations
that we have accepted and receipted are spent.

It is true that if a local church board votes to accept and raise funds for a particular project, then sends those funds
directly to that project, receipts can be given for those donations. Example: Some churches are raising funds for a
particular AFM missionary. Members donate, the treasurer then sends the funds to AFM. That donation is tax-deductible
to the donor because of the church vote.

That said, we recommend caution when churches want to adopt far-away mission projects that have no "Mission Board"
such as AFM or OCl to oversee them. Churches are supposed to be able to verify that the funds that they have raised
and issued tax receipts for are used in accordance with IRS guidelines. So just voting to make the project a church
project doesn't relieve the board from IRS responsibility.

AFM and OCI oversee their missionaries. They visit them and verify that the funds are being spent correctly. That is why
they can legally give tax receipts in exchange for donations. But if your church gets a letter from an unknown person that
says "Give money to me and | will buy Bibles for Iran." you should be wary. Unless you plan to send someone to Iran to
verify that the money you send actually bought Bibles, you have no way to know if the money was used according to IRS
guidelines.

If a church wishes to raise funds for a ministry or project that they believe will utilize the funds as intended, they can do
it. But they should also be wise in the projects that they adopt, and should seek to ensure that the funds are being spent
correctly, since anyone can start a “ministry” and begin collecting funds for something they say will take place on the
other side of the world.

| am attaching a recent article from the Review entitled "Beware of the Wolves." It explains how your church can avoid
being scammed in this area.

For more tutorials on IRS AND LABOR DEPT RELATED TOPICS, see section 6500 on the gccsda.org auditor webpage.

This information has been brought to you by the Georgia-Cumberland Conference Audit Team
Created by Greg Leavitt and Linda McCabe. Edited 7/29/2025
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BEWARE OF

THE

dventist World executive
editor Bill Knott recently
spoke with Karnik Douk-
metzian, general counsel of
the General Conference and the North
American Division, about dubious
charities with unverifiable projects that
take advantage of church members.

Practical ways
to avoid
ministry scams

WOLVES

We've recently heard again of a
nonprofit organization that for 20
years—under various names but
led by the same individual—has
been engaged in a series of decep-
tive financial appeals to church
members. The organization claims
to distribute Bibles and evangelistic
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materials in parts of the world
that can’t be visited, where no con-
firming evidence of delivery could
ever happen. What's your reaction
as someone charged with watch-
ing out for the legal and ethical
health of the church?

Knowing that the U.S. and Cana-
dian government regulations make

' it very difficult for Westerners to

visit these countries freely or send
funds or assistance there, let alone
distribute religious literature or
Bibles, I immediately start to ques-
tion the veracity of these projects.
How do I verify that the donation I
gave because of the touching story
I heard in church is actually going
for the purpose described?

There are several countries that
limit access for people to visit or do
ministry work in. How do I know
that the funds that I gave for a
wonderful project in North Korea,

Mnyao




Mauritania, or Brunei—where I know
that Adventist work is nonexistent

or the church isn't able to officially
have a presence—how do I know that
my funds will actually end up there
or that the project my funds are to
support will actually take place? How
do I know that the individuals or

the organization telling me all these
wonderful stories are legitimate and
truthful? Their claims can't be inde-
pendently verified.

When someone says, “We're go-
ing to build a school or an orphan-
age in India with your donations,”
and the school goes up, that’s proof
my money went to that project and
was used for the intended purpose.
But if someone says, “I'm going to
send a thousand containers of food
or Bibles to Mauritania,” how do
I verify that those goods or those
Bibles actually got to Mauritania?

You and I were both recently con-
tacted by employees of one such
organization that has made amaz-
ing claims about delivering Bibles
and products to a highly restricted
area, North Korea. The employees
detailed from an internal investiga-
tion that moneys weren't account-
ed for, and that no confirmation of
delivery of goods promised could
be obtained. It's an unusual step
when the employees of a minis-
try actually turn around and say,
“Someone, please help us.”

It shows that these well-meaning
employees still operate by Christian
ethics. Unfortunately, organizations
that aren't recognized denomination-
al organizations and aren't part of
the Seventh-day Adventist structure
trade on the church’s name and
reputation in order to be able to raise
funds from church members. They
claim they're “supporting ministries”
or that they are supporting the mis-
sion of the church, when, in fact, on
many occasions all theyre doing is
supporting their own pockets.
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and Doukmetzian talk about avoiding ministry

scams. Gabriel Beg

How can I know whether a min-
istry organization asking for my
money is reputable?

One of the things donors should
check is what watchdog organi-
zations say about these charities.
There are a number of ways to
check this, including on websites
such as CharityWatch.org or Guide-
Star.org that rate charities. How
are these organizations using the
funds? Do they satisfy the regula-
tions and tax requirements of U.S.
or Canadian governments when
they file their tax returns? How do
they account for the money they've
raised and where was it spent?

A key thing that watchdogs such
as Charity Navigator or Charity
Watch look for is the percentage
of funds raised that are actually
used for the purpose, programs, or
mission of the organization. They
also look closely at what percent-
age is used for overhead, salaries,
fundraising, and things like that.
The majority of reputable charity
or ministry organizations spend
between 20 and 35 percent of every
dollar donated for overhead-type
expenses. Every legitimate orga-
nization has legitimate operating
expenses. When you see organiza-
tions spending upward of 80 or 90

percent or more of the money on
their own salaries and overhead,
however, you have to ask, “Is my
money actually going for a project
that I believe in, or is it being used
only to perpetuate the organiza-
tion?” One of the best places for
U.S. residents to get that informa-
tion is from the IRS Form 990 that
the IRS requires every nonprofit
to file annually. Those reports are
available online through such sites
as Guidestar, Charity Watch, and
Charity Navigator.

There would be a comparable
entity in Canada, I expect?
Correct. Canada Revenue Author-
ity has the same requirement, and
charities are required to file those
forms. In fact, I remember noting
an organization in 2020 that raised
a little more than $1 million from
church members. Its operational ex-
penses were just under $1 million.
Of the total, about $200,000 went to
the president of the organization as
his compensation. If 20 percent of
what is raised is going to the presi-
dent’s salary, let alone the salary of
other employees, or rent, or adver-
tising expenses, you know that not
much is going to the actual ministry
that’s being advertised.
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Not many Bibles actually get to
North Korea then?

No, and a lot of trusting church
members don't realize how they
have been misled. All one has to do
is listen to the news to know how
oppressive the regime in that coun-
try is and to realize how improbable
such a task really is to accomplish.

Each church member has a stew-
ardship responsibility before God
to use funds wisely. But most

of these dubious organizations
depend on getting access to
believers by preaching at church
services or afternocon programs, or
offering to supplement what the
local church is doing. What are the
responsibilities of pastors, elders,
and conference leaders before
they open their pulpits and give
access to what could be scams?

That's one thing that every church
leader needs to monitor constantly.
The legitimacy these individuals or
organizations get from claiming to
be somehow attached to the Ad-
ventist Church is their door open-
er—that’s how they get access to the
church. A ministry or charity leader
may claim that he or she is a pastor
or a retired pastor now leading this
effort. They may claim that they’re
affiliated somehow with the church
or that their project is approved by
the official church, or claim that
the work they intend to do in some
country fulfills the mission of the
church because the church can't
officially work there.

That gives them the opening
wedge to get into the church. Pas-
tors and leaders are always looking
for a heartwarming story from the
mission field to encourage their
members. When they're approached
under such circumstances, pastors
and elders need to be wary about
giving up their pulpits without
doing the appropriate checks on the
organizations claiming to do such
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‘Unless leaders verify the organization’s
credentials and check on the legitimacy
of the individuals and their work they
shouldn’t give access to the pulpit or
allow even one dollar to be raised from
their church- members, no matter how
good the pitch sounds.

good work. The Church Manual is very clear about who should get access to the
church pulpit. In North America we've had many instances in which individu-
als with exaggerated, unverifiable claims are allowed to promote their causes
during worship services or afternoon youth or mission programs. Unless
leaders verify the organization’s credentials and check on the legitimacy of the
individuals and their work—see if they have been approved by thelocal con-
ference—they shouldn'’t give access to the pulpit or allow even one dollar to be
raised from their church members, no matter how good the pitch sounds.

One of the behaviors frequently reported is that the ministry leader asks
for a special offering on the spot. He will urge, “I know you didn’t come here
today planning to give to this, but if the Lord touches your heart, this min-
istry just really needs your support.” And money starts moving. A common
tactic your office has documented is that people doing these things fre-
quently say, “Don’t run the offering through your church books and records.
Just give it to me, and I'll take it back to the ministry” What should a pastor

.or a local elder do when they’re confronted with that appeal?

Ifit’s a legitimate ministry, it will have no problems allowing the funds
received by the local church to be reported through church channels. For the
local congregation as a legitimate charity receiving funds, it’s not against the
law to pass the funds on to another legitimate, recognized charity. There's no
problem if there’s nothing to hide. Many times presenters want the money
directly so they don’t have to account for it properly, especially if it's in cash.
They're able to redirect the funds to other purposes, including, sometimes,
their own bank accounts. Such organizations shouldn't be given access
to the congregation. They need to satisfy church leadership that they are
legitimate by demonstrating, for example, that they are a member of Adven-
tist-laymen’s Services and Industries (ASI). ASI does background checking
on organizations before issuing membership. That's an easy question: “Are
you a member of ASI?” I'm not at all saying that if they’re not members
of ASI they are somehow illegitimate or fraudulent. But ASI membership
is simply another way to check. All donations should go through official
church channels so that they can be traced, monitored, and accounted for.

Transparency and accountability are two words that should always be at the
forefront of any verification process. The Church Manual gives church leaders
counsel in such circumstances. Listen to this: “Pastors and officers shall not
grant the privilege of the pulpit to persons for fund-raising who have not been
recognized or recommended by the conference. . .. No permission shall be
granted to solicit funds either publicly or privately without such recognition.
All funds contributed for any cause in response to appeals shall be passed
through regular church channels” (p. 139).

www.nadadventist.org



Should a ministry soliciting funds be able to demon-
strate accountability to external examiners?

Some of these organizations struggle with accountabil-
ity. Do they go through appropriate audits? Will the funds
go through the church books? Funds donated through a
local church will be audited by the local conference, and
the conference records will be audited by the General
Conference Auditing Service. But with independent or-
ganizations, who audits their books? That's actually part
of the role of the boards of these organizations—to verify
that what's happening in the ministry or charity is appro-
priate, and that the goals and mission of the organization
are being carried out. Unfortunately, the boards of these
small organizations are often made up of friends and
family members who don't pay attention to the account-
ability aspect of their role. The leader—the president or
director—really runs it as a personal kingdom. Money
comes and money goes based on one person’s direction.

I'm a busy pastor who gets a request to open my
pulpit. Is there any central resource I can access to
establish the organization’s credibility?

I wish we had a central resource, but at this time we
don't. The main starting point for a pastor is the local
conference. Again, the Church Manual is pretty clear on
who should have access to our pulpits:

“Under no circumstances should a pastor, elder, or other
officer invite strangers or any unauthorized persons to
conduct services. Individuals who have been removed
from the ministry or who have been removed from mem-
bership in other places, or designing persons who have no
authority from the church, should not be given access to
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the pulpit. Those worthy of confidence will be able to iden-
tify themselves by producing proper credentials” (p. 120).

Is this individual recognized by the church? Do they
have credentials as a denominational employee? Have
they been recognized approved or recommended by the
conference? If not, it's best to check with the conference
and get conference approval before you grant access to
your pulpit or your membership. Don't allow them to do
fundraising in your church without verification.

If a legitimate denominational entity such as It
Is Written or Voice of Prophecy or Hope Channel or
Breath of Life, is fundraising, that's fine, because of the
interrelationship with those organizations. If Shawn
Boonstra requests an opportunity to preach on Sabbath
morning and talk with members about the ministry he
leads—that's wonderful. But if an individual says, “Look,
1 have a project or a supporting ministry, and I'd like to
raise money,” tell them, “Don’t come to my church and
pass out your brochures and tell your stories and try
to collect money unless you are already approved or
authorized by the conference.”

Websites now allow us to check many such things
quickly. Visit the organization’'s website. What do they
have on their website? You'll start to see patterns. Check
their newsletters: if those newsletters are identical ev-
ery month with the same pictures, and the pictures look
questionable, you should move carefully, if at all. If the
stories they tell are dramatic or unverifiable, you should
find another charity to give your funds to. On their web-
site you'll be able to tell what independent oversight
exists for their organization. Check the board member-
ship. You may recognize some names on their board,
and you can question those individuals. If it looks like
the board is very small, with perhaps only three or four
people, and if the individuals all appear to be somehow
related or are all employees of the organization, that
ought to raise flags. There’s no independence there.
What press reports are there regarding this organiza-
tion? Do your research if you're going to donate.

From what you've shared, church leaders and
individual donors have many resources to establish
whether a charity or ministry is credible. If you
could leave one line in the minds of church leaders
and members, what would it be?

Trust, but verify. At its heart the church is built on
trusting relationships. We want—we need—to build and
retain confidence in the people who lead us, with whom
we worship, and who direct mission. Asking good
questions is part of good stewardship. If independent
ministry organizations can’t supply good answers, put
your trust and your money elsewhere.
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