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Corporate Structures, Tax-Exemptions, Insurance, Ordination

Corporate Structures

Many people involved in simple/house churches opt to avoid any type of legal structure.  They want to stay clear of any government involvement and stay away from any type of over-arching organization.  There are many benefits to this approach in that it eliminates the need to oversee or sustain a structure.

We have chosen to set up a corporate structure for the following reasons:

· It allows us to provide tax-exemption for donations for those who want to give into a common church community “pot.”  We find many benefits to this in that it encourages generosity in the midst of a materialistic culture and it builds a sense of community as the church family makes decisions together as to how the money is to be spent/given.

· This combined-community giving also allows us to provide support for full or part-time workers: elders, shepherds, or church-planters.  For more on “paying workers” see the article by that title.

Tax Exemptions and Government Involvement
It is important to note that a church which meets the requirements for the 501(c)(3) is NOT required to apply for and obtain recognition of tax exempt status from the IRS.  In other words, if the corporation is properly set up as “a church” according to the IRS guidelines it is not necessary to go through the formal “tax-exempt” status process.  This is very helpful to understand because it eliminates the cost and maintenance of this exemption process.  See IRS publication 1828 for more information.  You will notice a subtle “encouragement” by the IRS to pursue the 501(c)(3) encouragement because this does give them more control.  But here is the exact wording from the publication:
Churches that meet the requirements of IRC section 501(c)(3) are automatically considered tax exempt and are not required to apply for and obtain recognition of tax-exempt status from the IRS.

In fact this same publication lists the “Special Rules Limiting IRS Authority to Audit a Church” which indicates the special protection that a church has from IRS interference.

Our attitude is that as long as the federal government is providing benefits (tax exemption) without imposing any form of control, then working within a simple corporate structure is both easy and helpful.  If, at any time, the government takes a different stance, then it would be easy to dissolve the corporation.  After all, there would be little to no assets to dispose of.

Insurance

The question of insurance arises if one uses a corporate structure.  Most of the need for insurance is alleviated because churches are meeting in homes with homeowner’s insurance.  Unless a homeowner’s insurance policy specifically excludes coverage for church-related activities (a rarity at this point) then most claims would be covered under the homeowner’s policy.
The exception to this would be some type of liability resulting from minister or officer misconduct.  My personal feeling is that insuring for this type of activity invites lawsuits in that it provides a financial resource for people to “go after.”  However, it may be worthwhile to look into some form of “association” for house churches that could provide basic liability insurance and an ordination process.

Ordination
We would like to see every person in our house church network, with a basic level of maturity, ordained and thus able to officiate weddings.  We do not want to differentiate between some type of “professional” clergy and the rest of the Body of Christ.  However, in order to comply with government regulations regarding marriage, it is necessary to provide an ordination process that complies with the law.  We are still researching the best and simplest way to provide this.
