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If you asked for a copy of your parish’s balance sheet today, would you 
be more likely to get a response like ÒSureÉf or what period?Ó or a blank 
(and perhaps cold) stare? 
 
Parishes large and small are tracking their financials on everything from 
church accounting software to index cards. And, typical of church 
staffing, those who handle the payables, receivables, and payroll, from 
CPAs to those with no formal accounting education, bring a broad 
spectrum of skill sets to the table.  
 
The good news is that with the right tools and 
standards in place, your church can maintain 
accurate, transparent financials and provide 
your finance council, pastor, diocese (or any 
group, really) exactly the reports they need for 
any period. And it’s okay if your current 
bookkeeper or business manager doesn’t 
have a degree in accounting.  
 
 
WhatÕs at stake? 
 
Trust. When you ask members for their time, talent, and treasure to do 
God’s work, they place their trust in your parish by giving. Sustaining that 
trust is absolutely essential to keeping people engaged and your 
ministries well funded. What’s more, members need to be reassured that 
the parish is being a good steward of the resources entrusted to them. 
And when they donate to a specific cause, like a scholarship fund, 
parishes need to ensure and document that such gifts are being used for 
scholarships only . . . not the electric bill or the pastor’s car lease.  
 
 
Real-world mistakes  

 
Denise Hanson, who serves as accounting/parish review coordinator for 
the Catholic Diocese of Sioux Falls (SD), has seen it all in her career 
working for banks, schools, and now the diocese, where she audits and 
supports parishes. Over the past 20 years, she’s discovered basic 
mathematical errors in manual payroll calculations, attempted hiding of 
parish income to keep next year’s annual appeal goal in check, and, in 
one public school district, bags containing thousands in school fundraiser 
cash dropped—and left—on an empty desk in her own office.  
 
Today Hanson is working to educate every parish in her diocese on the 
basics of proper fund accounting and cash handling procedures. And she 
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still occasionally finds reluctant staff who say things like, “This is just a 
small church . . . what do we need an accounting system for? Or, “We 
don’t have a computer.” 
 
She tells them gently but firmly, “It needs to change. You need to come 
on to a computerized accounting system.” And she helps them do it.  
 
“Manual systems leave way too much room for error,” explains Hanson, 
“and they can’t give you a balance sheet. Priests and their finance 
councils need to have statements of financial position, activities, and 
dedicated accounts to get a true picture of where they stand.”  

 
 
Worst -case scenarios  
 
Without sound financial governance and accurate reporting, your parish’s 
assets—and the trust of your members—could be at risk. The hard truth 
is that people have creative ways of making the churchÕs money 
disappear. Marquet International, Ltd.Õs July 2011 study, Vanquishing the 
Scourge of Church Embezzlement reports that when it comes to 
embezzlement, religious organizations are the third most victimized 
industry sector. But we rank first in average overall duration, with most 
cases spanning about seven years. Seven years of undetected pilfering!  
 
No denomination is immune, as these recent cases show: 
 

Korean Central Presbyterian Church  (Vienna, VA): Eun Tae Lee, 50, 
former CAO of the church-sponsored missionary group Seed International 
Inc., sentenced in June 2011 for stealing more than $700,000.  
 
St. Joseph Catholic Church  (Garrett, IN): former bookkeeper Beth Ann 
Boger, 44, charged with embezzling more than $364,000 in May 2011.  
 
Seventh  Day Adventist Church  (Lawrence, MA): former treasurer 
Raiffeisen Regalado, 41, sought by police for stealing $106,570.  
 
Calvary Lutheran Church  (Neillsville, WI): former treasurer and tax 
preparer John Roenz, 63, charged with stealing more than $100,000.  
 
Saint Peter's United Church of Christ  (St. Joseph, MI): former treasurer 
Jon Michael Ruppel, 46, stole about $262,000 over nine years.  
 
First Baptist Church  (Southington, CT): former finance committee chair 
Alan Jonas, 63 and a CPA, charged in February 2011 for embezzling 
$396,288.  
 
St. PaulÕs Episcopal Church  (Tustin, CA): former bookkeeper Elyse Marie 
Kennedy, 37, was sentenced to three years in prison for stealing $129,000.  
 
St. Barbara Greek Orthodox Church (Orange, CT): securities broker 
Gregory Loles, 51, pleaded guilty to defrauding members out of nearly 
$8 million and stealing $2.1 million in church funds.  

 
And the money? For St. Barbara, it’s all gone. Funds that were supposed 
to provide a new gym, scholarships, and community outreach instead 
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went to LolesÕ auto-racing business. In the rare cases when churches are 
able to recover stolen money, they typically get only a portion of it back.  
 
MarquetÕs study of 21 cases showed that 20% of the time, the 
perpetrator had a prior criminal history—meaning a simple background 
screening would have brought issues to light prior to hiring.  

 
 
Litmus test: how good is yo ur church accounting?  
 
If you cannot confidently say yes to all of the questions below, it may be 
time to give your church financials a serious look.  
 

q Do your pastor and finance council review actual revenues and 
expenses compared with budget on a regular basis? 
 

q Can you get reports you need, any time, for any period or 
audience? 
 

q Are specially designated donations tracked using dedicated 
funds? 
 

q Does your church use “closed periods”? 
 

q Can numbers be changed in your system after financial reports 
are published and reviewed by your finance council?  
 

q Are you prepared for an audit, either from your parent 
organization or an independent agent? 
 

q Are financial duties divided to create transparency and provide a 
system of checks and balances? For example, are receivables 
and payables handled by one person and bank reconciliations by 
another?  

 
Marquet International, Ltd. offers a list of the most common types of 
embezzlement and best practices for mitigating your risk of 
embezzlement.  
 
 
Where to go for help  
 
If your church belongs to a parent organization, like a diocese or synod, 
this is a great starting point. Ask for help and discover what resources 
they have to offer.  
 
In the Catholic Church, the United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops’ (USCCB) accounting practices committee has made it clear that 
dioceses are to hold their parishes accountable for the way they do 
business. “The Church is committed to the highest standards of 
transparency,Ó said William Weldon, CFO of the Diocese of Charlotte 
(NC) and chair of the USCCBÕs accounting practices committee. ÒIt's 



 

4 Why Every Church Needs Accounting Standards and a ÒRealÓ System   
    

 

important so that we can provide assurance to our donors that resources 
are being used prudently, and as they are intended.Ó 
 
The USCCB guidelines and a genuine need for more unified systems 
and better data have prompted more than 15 Catholic dioceses to 
establish diocesan-wide financial standards. And, in a team effort with 
their parishes, which selected the software they liked best, they’re 
implementing ParishSOFT’s ConnectNow Church Accounting  as the 
standard system for their parishes and schools.  
 
If your parent organization is looking for direction, or if you’re going it 
alone, you’ll find help on many Catholic dioceses’ Web sites. The 
Diocese of Charlotte’s Financial Governance Stand ards  and Financial 
Policy Manual  are among the best we’ve seen. ParishSOFT’s free 
educational webinar Church Accounting Made Easy  is another great 
resource.  
 
 
Why s tandardizing is the way to go  
 
The decision to standardize makes sense when you consider what it 
would be like to compile reliable financial data using 91 uniquely 
formatted annual reports from 91 different parishes and schools in the 
Diocese of Charlotte, or 150 different parishes in the Diocese of Sioux 
Falls. As these groups transition to a common system, parishes can get 
the training and support they want from their dioceses, their software 
provider, and each other.  
 
In Sioux Falls, Denise Hanson leads regular, well-attended training 
classes to teach pastors and staff the accounting basics they need to 
operate within the diocese’s financial guidelines as well as civil laws and 
get through calendar and fiscal year-end processing. Her Fund 
Accounting 101  class (featured at the 2011 ParishSOFT Conference) 
covers how double-sided accounting works, how it differs from a 
personal checkbook, and how debits and credits associate with particular 
funds. As parishes implement the ConnectNow Church Accounting 
system, staff spend a full day learning how to use the programs in a 
hands-on class using a special training database set up with the 
standard diocesan chart of accounts—and classes are open to staff who 
need a refresher or are new employees or volunteers.  
 
 
Big benefits for parishes and dioceses  
 
Dioceses using a standard accounting platform get the consolidated 
financials they need to support their parishes and plan for the future—
and not just once a year, but any time they like. Parishes get clear 
direction, education and support, and the accurate financials they need 
to serve their missions. And finance councils and parishioners get 
greater transparency needed to keep church dollars from funding 
racecars or luxury vacations.  
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“Having a standard system will be an advantage to all priests,” adds 
Hanson. “No matter where they go in our diocese, they’ll find common 
tools and reports they’ll be able to read and understand.” What’s more, a 
true, closed-period accounting system protects churches from changes 
to prior periods, which nullify financial statements that have been 
reviewed and approved. For pastors, who bear the ultimate responsibility 
for their church finances, having the right tools and policies in place lets 
them provide oversight with confidence that both mission and the trust of 
members will be sustained today, tomorrow, and in the future.  
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