Brethren,

I have been reflecting on this Social Security issue, and I think I am ready to give a response earlier than anticipated. So that you will be fully apprised of what I am talking about, let me state the issue.

Title 26, Section 1402(e)(1) of the Internal Revenue Code reads as follows:

Any individual who is . . . a duly ordained, commissioned, or licensed minister of a church or a member of a religious order (other than a member of a religious order who has taken a vow of poverty as a member of such order) . . . upon filing an application . . . together with a statement that either he is conscientiously opposed to, or because of religious principles he is opposed to, the acceptance (with respect to services performed by him as such minister, member, or practitioner) of any public insurance which makes payments in the event of death, disability, old age, or retirement or makes payments toward the cost of, or provides services for, medical care (including the benefits of any insurance system established by the Social Security Act) and . . . that he has informed the ordaining, commissioning, or licensing body of the church or order that he is opposed to such insurance, shall receive an exemption from the tax imposed by this chapter with respect to services performed by him as such minister . . . .

The upshot of this is, that a minister can be exempted from self-employment tax if he is either (a) conscientiously opposed to, or (b) opposed on religious principles to, receiving “public insurance” for services performed by him as a minister (including participation in the Social Security retirement system, or any federal medical insurance programs such as Medicaid).

To apply for this exemption, a minister must file IRS Form 4361, which requires the following certification:

I certify that I am conscientiously opposed to, or because of my religious principles I am opposed to, the acceptance (for services I perform as a minister . . .) of any public insurance that makes payments in the event of death, disability, old age, or retirement; or that makes payments toward the cost of, or provides services for, medical care. (Public insurance includes insurance systems established by the Social Security Act.)
It is obvious from all this that some significant terms need to be defined. Most important, what qualifies as a “conscientious opposition” or an “opposition on religious principles”?

The directions that accompany Form 4361 are just about worthless in providing clarification. They read as follows:

You are conscientiously opposed to public insurance because of your individual religious considerations (not because of your general conscience), or you are opposed because of the principles of your religious denomination.

The federal tax regulations are somewhat more helpful. They read as follows:

Ministers . . . requesting exemption from social security coverage must meet either of two alternative tests: (1) A religious principles test which refers to the institutional principles and discipline of the particular religious denomination to which he belongs, or (2) a conscientious opposition test which refers to the opposition because of religious considerations of individual ministers . . . (rather than opposition based upon the general conscience of any such individual or individuals). . . . [The minister must] be opposed on religious grounds to the acceptance of any such payment which, in whole or in part, is based on, or measured by earnings from, services performed by [him] in his capacity as a minister . . . . [A] minister performing service in the exercise of his ministry may be eligible to file an application for exemption on Form 4361 even though he is not opposed to the acceptance of benefits under the Social Security Act with respect to service performed by him which is not in the exercise of his ministry.

I would underscore this last sentence: a minister need not be conscientiously or religiously opposed to public insurance per se; only he must be conscientiously or religiously opposed to receiving public insurance for services performed by him as a minister.

So far as I know, the OPC has no denominational position on public insurance, so I think what applies in my case is not the “religious principles” test (see above regulations) but rather the “conscientious opposition” test. The question before me, then, boils down to this: What do I believe the Bible says about how a minister (and his family) should be financially taken care of when he is dead, disabled, old, ill, or retired?

I do not think Scripture is at all equivocal about this. Paul states the basic rule in 1 Corinthians 9:14, “The Lord directed [commanded, ordered, gave instructions] those who proclaim the gospel to get their living from the gospel.” Ministers should be financially provided for by the church. However, in cases where such an arrangement might cause a “hindrance to the gospel of Christ” (1 Corinthians 9:12), a second principle comes into play: a minister may forego his right to provision by the church and provide for himself through tent-making, or family resources, or some other private means.

Nowhere in Scripture is it even hinted that the minister has the option to rely on civil government for financial provision. The minister preaches a message of trust in the Lord – “my God shall supply all your needs.” He teaches that the church and the family are to care for their own in financial matters (2 Corinthians 8–9; 1 Timothy 5:8), that they are God’s ordained channels of ordinary provision. What will be thought of such preaching and teaching where the minister fails to set an example of trusting the Lord’s provision through church and family? Is a minister to speak of God’s care for His people through ordained means, and then turn from those means to an alien source for help in his times of greatest need? Is he to speak about the privileges and responsibilities of Christian community – indeed, the biblical mandate for Christian community – while refusing to entrust himself to that community?*
My intention, according to what I believe the Scriptures teach, is to lay up financial resources for my children which will not only be sufficient for their needs, but will also help them help me should I become disabled, or sick, or when I am old. I will help them by planning and preparing for these realities of life; but I will not take out of their hands that which rightfully belongs to them: the privilege and responsibility of caring for a needy parent. Nor will I take from the church her privilege and responsibility of caring in material things for one who has cared for her in spiritual things (Romans 15:27). To do so as a minister would, it seems to me, model for the people of God a verbal reliance on Jehovah and a practical reliance on the armies of Egypt. 

The same holds with respect to my “retirement” (which I hope occurs at my death). In the event I become too old to work and provide for myself, I will expect my family (using resources I have laid up for them) to do for me what God commands, providing for me in my old age. I will expect the church to provide for me as well, according to the principles enunciated in texts such as 1 Corinthians 9:3–18, 2 Corinthians 8–9, Philippians 4:10–20. In fact, Franklin Square has already begun its long-term care for me by providing resources to invest toward “retirement.”

I do not see how I could answer to God with a clear conscience if at any point I said to His people by example, “It matters not from whom you receive provision, so long as you are provided for. I had the opportunity to rely on God’s provision wholly through His ordained channels (an opportunity I realize is not available to all of you), but I willfully turned away from those channels to find help for my most needy hours.”

I would appreciate your advising me if you think I have misunderstood the teaching of Scripture in this matter, or if you see considerations I have missed. 

Every blessing,


Ben Miller

* One of my foremost goals in pastoral ministry is to set before the people of God a vision of the church ministering to the church. This means Christian doctors and lawyers helping Christians, Christian financial advisors helping Christians, older women helping younger women, older men discipling younger men, and so forth. We can talk all we want about love and care and “one anothering,” but if we fail to minister in these practical, sacrificial ways, our talk is cheap. Ultimately, I believe this vision of the church ministering to the church needs to include financial provision in cases of death, disability, old age, illness, and retirement (certainly not a church welfare system, but judicious provision of resources for believers in genuine need). Christ’s sheep should not be thrown upon the state for such provision. This is easy to say, but I have an opportunity to demonstrate my commitment to the vision by laying up resources provided by the church over the coming years, and then entrusting myself along with those resources to church and family when I can no longer care for myself.





PAGE  
3

