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Abstract
Background In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, churches in the United States 
were forced to stop meeting in person and move to remote forms of worship and 
congregational life. This shift likely impacted congregational finances, which are 
primarily driven by individual donations. Initial research has suggested that there 
is a great deal of heterogeneity in the financial impact on congregations, but there 
has been scant research examining how pastors and congregations are managing 
finances during this period.
Purpose This research examines the impact of COVID-19 and its associated restric-
tions on congregational finances and the strategies pastors used to adapt their 
church’s finances to the health restrictions.
Methods We conducted in-depth, qualitative interviews with 50 pastors in the North 
Carolina and Western North Carolina Conferences of the United Methodist Church 
appointed to 70 congregations. Using applied thematic analysis, we analyzed tran-
scripts at both the pastor and congregation-level to identify similarities and differ-
ences in financial impact, financial strategies, and pastor experiences during the 
pandemic.
Results Most congregations reported small decreases in giving that were off-
set by federal Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) loans and other grants from the 
denomination. Some congregations, mostly urban and fairly large, reported signif-
icant increases in giving, while several other, predominantly small congregations, 
reported their church’s finances had been negatively impacted by the pandemic. 
Even in cases where the net impact of the pandemic was small or non-existent, pas-
tors were forced to adopt a host of new strategies to manage finances. In general, 
small and large congregations experienced and responded to the financial impact of 
the pandemic very differently.and Implications.
Conclusions This research suggests that the pandemic’s impact on congregational 
finances were more than just on the bottom line. And while most churches weath-
ered the economic challenges without severe impacts, questions remain as to the 
long-term impact of the pandemic on church finances.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic caused major disruptions to religious congregations, 
including their finances. While the full impact of the pandemic on congregational 
finances will not be clear for many years, the purpose of this article is to highlight 
some recent qualitative findings from in-depth interviews with pastors, which pro-
vide insight into how and why the pandemic has impacted congregational finances 
and how pastors are responding. Fiscal woes of congregations are not new (Wuth-
now 1997) and the last major economic downturn in the United States, the Great 
Recession, saw the median income of congregations decrease 5% from 2006 to 2012 
(Chaves and Eagle 2015:5). And while we are still in the early days of understanding 
how the COVID-19 has impacted congregations financially, this remains an impor-
tant research topic.

Several commonalities have emerged from the survey research conducted to date 
(Bird 2020; Lake Institute on Faith & Giving 2020; Lifeway Research 2020; Man-
ion and Strandberg 2020). Most studies show a great deal of heterogeneity in the 
pandemic’s impact on giving. While estimates vary across studies, most show that 
roughly equal proportions of congregations have reported increases in giving, lit-
tle or no impact on giving, and declines in giving. Most studies show that larger 
congregations saw fewer negative impacts from COVID on income and expenses. 
Larger churches were more likely to have already established online giving plat-
forms (Bird 2020; Lake Institute on Faith & Giving 2020; Lifeway Research 2020) 
and some evidence suggested that those with online giving options in place before 
March 2020 weathered the disruptions more successfully (Manion and Strandberg 
2020). Larger churches appeared more likely to have applied for a Paycheck Protec-
tion Program (PPP) loan (Bird 2020; Lifeway Research 2020), which, for those who 
re reduced the financial impact of the pandemic on churches. Smaller churches also 
appeared more likely to report declines in giving, especially early in the pandemic 
(Lifeway Research 2020).

As the pandemic dawned, we recognized the need for qualitative research in 
this area. Qualitative studies of congregational giving can provide valuable ‘on 
the ground’ accounts of economic life in congregations (Mundey et al. 2019:409). 
To this end, we initiated in-depth interviews with congregational leaders to under-
stand the lived experiences of pastors during COVID-19. These interviews pro-
vided a more detailed picture of COVID-19’s impact on clergy and congregational 
finances than would have been possible using survey data and allow us to speak to 
the complexities of congregational finances during this dynamic and evolving time. 
In doing so, this research also contributes to understandings of the economic prac-
tices and financial dynamics of congregations, a topic which is generally understud-
ied (Mundey et  al. 2019). We paid particular attention to how experiences varied 
across both large and small congregations (which we defined as congregations with 
100 or more regular adult attenders versus fewer than 100) and to the variety of 
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strategies pastors used to manage church finances. While the pastoral role involves 
both ministerial and managerial practices and leadership (Kuhne and Donaldson 
1995), many pastors receive little or no training in fiscal and business administration 
(French-Holloway 2020). Because of this, we also attended to how pastors talked 
and felt about congregational finances several months into the pandemic. Because of 
the unprecedented impact of the pandemic on congregations, this research is largely 
descriptive and provides an important base from which future research can build 
larger, more theoretically oriented contributions.

Data and Methods

Sample

This study draws from in-depth interviews with 50 pastors from the United Method-
ist Church (UMC) appointed to serve 70 congregations in either of the two UMC 
Annual Conferences in North Carolina. Because our research team had conducted 
extensive research with UMC clergy in North Carolina in the past, we leveraged 
these relationships to recruit participants. Most participants (39) were sampled from 
the 2019 Clergy Health Initiative Statewide Survey of United Methodist Clergy, 
while an additional eleven were recruited by contacting pastors enrolled in contin-
uing education courses at Duke Divinity School. To gather a range of ministerial 
experiences, we purposively sampled across three different groups based on number 
of years in ministry. From the Statewide Survey, a total of 134 potential participants 
were identified and invited by email to participate in the study. Potential participants 
were contacted a maximum of four times before being removed. Of the 84 partici-
pants not interviewed, nine declined participation, three were ineligible, four were 
unable to be scheduled, and the remaining 68 did not respond to emails and/or calls. 
Among those recruited through continuing education courses, a call to participate 
in our research was distributed to about 150 individuals, 14 of which responded 
promptly and 11 of which were able to be interviewed.

As shown in Table 1,  the 50 pastors in our sample were 84% white, 52% male, 
and, on average, 49 years old. A little more than half (52%) were ordained elders 
with the remaining 48% serving as local pastors. About one-third (32%) of these 
pastors were appointed to serve more than one congregation, with 12 pastors (24%) 
serving a two-congregation charge and 4 pastors (8%) serving a three-congregation 
charge. In Table 1, we also report key characteristics of the 70 congregations served 
by these pastors. We classified 74% as small congregations, meaning they had fewer 
than 100 regularly attending parishioners; and 63% of the congregations as in rural 
areas of North Carolina, in accordance with the Rural–Urban Commuting Area 
Codes of the USDA (USDA Economic Research Service 2020). Comparing to all 
UMC clergy in the state, our sample included a larger proportion of women (46% in 
our sample were clergywomen, whereas only 32% of all UMC pastors are women in 
North Carolina) but our sample was broadly representative in terms of race and age. 
Because we oversampled local pastors (48% in our sample versus 30% of pastors 
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statewide are local pastors), a larger proportion served more than one congregation 
(32% vs. 23%) and were in rural areas (63% vs. 54%).

The UMC is a useful case study for several reasons. First, it is the third-largest 
denomination in the United States, involving nearly 6.5 million members, 30,543 
churches, and 38,308 clergy (General Council on Finance and Administration of the 
United Methodist Church 2018) and representing 9% of all religious congregations 
in the country (Chaves et al. 2020). Second, UMC denominational leaders encour-
aged congregations to abide by public health guidelines and UMC congregations, 
like most churches in the US, generally did so: they ceased indoor gatherings and 
moved to a remote, online format when possible (UMC NC Conference 2020a). At 
the same time, denominational officials left considerable leeway for pastors to mod-
ify practices in line with their congregation’s specific needs and available resources. 
As 82% of American religious congregations are a member of a denomination or 

Table 1  Pastor and congregation 
demographics

a  The criteria for career tenure differed between respondents for 
whom pastoral ministry was their first or second career. Early career 
was defined as five or fewer years of experience for all respondents, 
mid-career was defined as 6–19 years of for first career pastors and 
6–9 years for second career pastors, and later career was defined as 
20 + years of experience for first career pastors and 10 + for second 
career pastors

Count Percent

Pastors (n = 50)
Gender
Female 23 46.0%
Male 27 54.0%
Career Tenure a
Early Career 17
Mid-Career 17
Late Career 16
Race
White 42 84.0%
Non-White 8 16.0%
Number of Congregations
One 34 68.0%
Two 12 24.0%
Three 4 8.0%
Congregations (n = 70)
Size
Fewer than 100 adults in regular attendance 52 74.3%
At least 100 adults in regular attendance 18 25.7%
Location
Urban 26 37.1%
Rural 44 62.9%
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convention (Chaves et al. 2020), the UMC offers an appropriate case study of indi-
vidual congregational finances in the context of a larger denominational setting. Fur-
ther, by focusing on pastors in one denomination in a single state, we were able to 
consider how pastors under similar guidelines and mandates used divergent strate-
gies in the wake of COVID-19.

United Methodist churches are led by either ordained elders or local pastors. In 
North Carolina, approximately 70% of pastors are elders and 30% are local pastors. 
Ordained elders typically serve larger congregations and are guaranteed an appoint-
ment for the duration of their careers. Local pastors are licensed to serve a single 
congregation and are not guaranteed continuing positions. Because of the differ-
ences both in terms of job structure and congregational characteristics, we inter-
viewed equivalent numbers of elders (52%) and local pastors (48%).

Pastors were interviewed between June 2020 and January 2021. Prior to our inter-
views, a federal court overturned an executive order that limited indoor religious 
gatherings in the state, which meant congregations could set their own COVID 
protocols (Bridges 2020). The state UMC Annual Conferences did not issue direct 
orders, but instead issued recommendations to congregations to honor public health 
guidelines, encouraging mask-wearing and social distancing (UMC NC Conference 
2020a, 2020b; UMC Western NC Conference 2020). Over half (54%) of our inter-
views took place during June, July, or August of 2020, coinciding with the second 
major “spike” of COVID-19 nationally. Another third (34%) of our interviews took 
place during September and October of 2020, coinciding with a decrease in COVID-
19 cases in North Carolina and a corresponding ease in behavior restrictions. The 
remaining 12% of our interviews took place between November 2020 and January 
2021, coinciding with the third major “spike” of COVID-19 (Johns Hopkins n.d.). 
While COVID was a fluid and evolving situation, we did not find major temporal 
variations in the patterns we identify in the results below.

Analysis

All participants provided informed consent prior to the interview. Interviewers, both 
of whom identified as women and white, were trained in qualitative interviewing and 
were not affiliated with the UMC. Interviews were conducted by Zoom or telephone 
and were audio-recorded. Interviews followed a standard guide that included open-
ended questions with specific probes (see online supplementary material) to gather 
information on pastoral and congregational experiences during COVID-19. As part 
of the guide, pastors were asked a series of questions about church finances. The 
interviews were transcribed and identifying information removed prior to analysis. 
Participants received a $25 incentive for completing the interview. All study proce-
dures were approved by Duke University’s Campus Institutional Review Board. All 
names used in this manuscript are pseudonyms.

Transcripts were coded in NVivo 12 using applied thematic analysis (QSR Inter-
national Pty Ltd. 2018; Guest, MacQueen, and Namey 2011). First, transcripts were 
coded with a structural codebook where six transcripts (12%) were reviewed by the 
research team to establish inter-coder reliability. Emergent codes and additional 
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sub-categories of structural codes were then incorporated based on discussion and 
mutual agreement amongst the research team. The remaining transcripts were then 
individually coded based on the revised codebook by three analysts. Questions that 
arose while coding were discussed amongst the analyst team. Each analyst created 
finance-specific cross-case memos to identify and explore emergent themes.

We analyzed the transcripts at two levels of analysis: at the pastoral level and 
at the congregational level. At the pastoral level, we analyzed the responses of the 
50 participants for their individual experiences, including personal stress, sacrifice, 
and emotions regarding congregational finances during COVID-19. At the congre-
gational level, we analyzed the information offered by the pastors concerning the 
70 total congregations our respondents led, including the organizational status and 
strategies used to function financially during COVID-19. We report results at both 
levels of analysis and allow our findings on the pastoral level to inform our find-
ings on the congregational level, and vice versa. As we did not find a relationship 
between when we conducted interviews and pastors who reported their congrega-
tions were struggling financially, we are confident that our results are not merely 
capturing congregations that had more month of exposure to the pandemic.

Results

The congregations led by pastors in our sample varied widely in their financial well-
being in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and associated social and economic 
challenges. However, the overall impression given by pastors was of congregational 
financial stability. Table 2 shows the characteristics and financial experiences of our 
sample at the time of our interviews. Of the 70 congregations led by the 50 pastors 
in our sample, 53 (76%) were doing well financially, financially steady, or had only 
experienced marginal declines in their overall financial position because of COVID-
19. This group of congregations experienced some fluctuations in member dona-
tions and organizational expenses, but these did not significantly affect their organi-
zational functioning. The remaining 17 congregations (24% of our sample) seemed 
to be in a more vulnerable financial position. These congregations experienced 
declines in giving alongside increased congregational expenses and were forced to 
implement budget cuts such as eliminating staff positions or not sending apportion-
ments (money requested by the annual conference to support denominational opera-
tions). Further, six congregations in our sample (9%) seemed to be in danger of clos-
ing if their financial situations did not significantly improve soon. 

However, the broad trend of financial stability among congregations in the second 
half of 2020 masks the more complex and varied stories of individual congregation’s 
financial situations and the different strategies pastors and staff used to manage 
them. While the conditions of the pandemic disrupted the habitual financial func-
tioning of congregations, such as the ease of passing the offering plate from pew to 
pew, and required additional expenses, such as technological equipment for socially 
distant worship, it also eased some congregational financial difficulties. While about 
half (47%) of congregations reported declines in parishioner donations and 16% of 
congregations reported increased expenses in the context of the pandemic, 43% of 
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congregations received a large, unexpected influx of money, such as a PPP loan, 
other grants, salary support from the denomination, anonymous donations, or a 
memorial after the passing of a church member. Further, 14% of our congregations 
commented on the natural reduction of congregational expenses, such as a decrease 
in building utilities from lack of use. For many congregations, these various changes 
in income and spending netted out to a neutral financial impact of COVID-19. The 
following sections lay out the complex ways that congregational leaders navigated 
the financial circumstances associated with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Small and Large: Divergent Pathways to Financial Stability

Most congregations did not experience a net financial impact, or only experienced 
a small decline. Many of the pastors we spoke with, like Alice, pastor of two small 
churches, reported that finances were not “a big concern” at the time of the inter-
view. Ben, who was appointed to two small, rural churches told us congregational 
finances have “not been an issue;” Harry, pastor of a larger urban church said 
finances “are not one of my headaches;” and Greg, who led a larger, rural church 

Table 2  Congregational Finances in the Context of COVID-19 (n = 70 a)

a  These categories are not mutually exclusive. For example, congregations could experience an increase 
in one kind of expense, a natural decrease of another kind of expense, and implement budget cuts on yet 
a third kind of expense
b  These percentages represent the number of congregations who we have data for out of the total 70 con-
gregations. However, not every participant offered responses for every measure

Count Percent b

Able to receive donations electronically 22 31.4%
Changes in weekly financial donations
Increase 9 12.9%
Decrease 33 47.1%
No change 26 37.1%
Unexpected large financial influx
Ppp loan 17 24.3%
Other grant 6 8.6%
Memorial or estate gift 7 10.0%
Other large individual gift 4 5.7%
Changes in expenses
Increase 11 15.7%
Decrease (natural decrease) 10 14.3%
Decrease (implemented decrease) 18 25.7%
Pastor expressed concern related to congregation finances
Short term concern 12 17.1%
Long term concern 41 58.6%
Congregation in danger of closing because of finances 6 8.6%
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stated finances “have not been the thing that has woken me up at night with sweats.” 
However, we found the underlying financial realities differed across size.

Small congregations generally had fewer available strategies for managing con-
gregational finances, as their budgets were dominated by their pastor’s salary and 
building expenses. For example, John, the pastor of a small, urban congregation 
reported that the pandemic had, at the time of the interview, not “really impacted 
us that much.” He told us that “expenses are down because operational expenses 
are down,” and “being an older congregation, they are tithers.” Mostly retirees and 
essential workers (such as teachers and construction workers), congregants were 
doing okay financially and continuing to give. John told us that his congregation 
considered implementing online giving but after some research, lay leaders felt the 
fees related to it offset any potential benefits. This congregation also opted not to 
apply for a PPP loan because, as John told us, they could not “in good faith” justify 
needing it, plus, he told us, “With all the hoops to jump through … we didn’t even 
bother.” Despite describing his congregation as “unaffected,” John also reported 
having to lay off the congregation’s single musician because she was unable to work 
due to pandemic-related health concerns. Taken together, John’s congregation was 
able to manage due to lowered expenses, a small overall budget, and a membership 
of mostly retired members whose incomes were unaffected by the pandemic. How-
ever, John’s case also revealed how smaller congregations were more constrained in 
what strategies they could use to manage finances. In John’s congregation, online 
giving was seen as too costly and applying for a PPP loan, too difficult.

Larger congregations in the “neutral zone” reveal a somewhat different picture 
of congregational finances during COVID. For example, Chris, pastor of a larger, 
urban church, described his congregation as one that “has some means.” At the time 
of the interview, he reported, “bottom line is, our finances are strong.” In terms of 
giving, he reported putting out a call early on to maintain giving, reminding con-
gregants that the “church has not stopped” and congregants “stepped up.” While 
some members did “pull back on their giving,” this drop was offset by increased giv-
ing from others. Chris reported receiving a large, one-time contribution of $25,000. 
Chris’ congregation also applied for and received a PPP loan and decided to tempo-
rarily stop paying apportionments to their Annual Conference until they reopened 
for in-person worship. In terms of staffing, Chris reported cutting two full-time staff 
positions prior to COVID’s onset for reasons unrelated to the pandemic. However, 
rather than filling these positions after the pandemic began, he instead hired only for 
a single part-time position, balancing his congregation’s changing budget and needs 
in the context of COVID. Chris mentioned additional expenses related to the pan-
demic including thousands of dollars to buy video equipment to live stream services 
both during COVID and (hopefully) beyond. Like many other congregations in our 
sample, Chris reported both increased and decreased (or offset) expenses and some 
decline in giving (in this case, offset by large, one-time gifts). This congregation’s 
budget was much larger than John’s, which meant he was able to use a broader range 
of strategies to manage finances.

These two examples point to important similarities and differences in small ver-
sus larger congregations who each reported their congregations were weathering 
COVID without major financial impacts. For many of the pastors we spoke with, 
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decreased or offset expenses were important (even essential) for ensuring their con-
gregation’s financial stability during the pandemic. Sarah, for example, reported that 
her small, rural congregation was “teetering on the green” mostly due to longer-
term declines in giving being offset by declining expenses because of the pandemic. 
Harry, who pastored a larger, urban church, likewise told us that his congregation 
was “only meeting our target now due to this reduced budget … I don’t think we 
would be meeting our target if everything was just normal.” Likewise, Tom, pastor 
of a larger congregation, told us that he “really [has] not had any stress or worry 
related to finances,” but also reported that without the PPP loan, “we would be really 
tight in terms of our budgets … with it, we’ve got a little more space and breathing 
room.” Both small and large congregations relied on reduced budgets and influxes 
of money (from loans, grants, and gifts) to maintain a relatively neutral financial 
position during the pandemic. In addition, in both cases we saw evidence that the 
socio-economic composition of congregations mattered a great deal for maintaining 
financial stability, albeit in different ways. Congregants at John’s church were mostly 
older and on fixed incomes. Unaffected by the pandemic, they continued to tithe. 
Chris’s church, on the other hand, was comprised of higher-income and white-collar 
workers whose incomes were also largely unaffected. In this case, one congregant 
“of substantial means” gave enough to offset small decreases in regular giving.

There are other important differences as well. For example, while pastors of both 
large and small congregations reported simultaneous decreases and increases in 
expenses because of the pandemic, there were notable differences in the nature and 
scale of the expenses. Pastors of small congregations reported increased expenses 
such as having to buy more stamps (for mailing information and materials to con-
gregants), cleaning supplies, and/or software for running online services (e.g. 
Zoom or video-editing software), while pastors of larger congregations, like Chris, 
reported purchasing relatively expensive video and audio equipment for online and/
or outdoor services. Reduced expenses referenced by pastors of smaller congrega-
tions included lower utility bills or a reduction in the “coffee and doughnut” budget, 
while pastors at larger congregations were more likely to mention laying off staff, 
reducing salaries, or cutting programs. These differences reflect discrepancies in 
the budgets and resources of small and large congregations that existed before pan-
demic, and which constrain the kinds of strategies and approaches pastors could use 
to manage congregational finances during COVID-19.

The pandemic revealed other disparities between large and small churches. Pas-
tors of small congregations told us they would have liked to spend more money on 
technological equipment and/or personnel support in the wake of COVID-19 and 
some expressed frustration regarding the vast differences between what they and 
their peers at larger congregations were able to do. Carol, pastor of a small, rural 
congregation, told us that while many churches “went to parking lot services … it’s 
difficult for us smaller churches to do that because we don’t have the equipment … 
many of us don’t have the funds either to buy it or rent it.” Even for congregations, 
like Carol’s, who were doing “okay financially,” congregants “don’t see a need to 
buy something that’s going to be for this one event, COVID, that we probably would 
never use again.” While a larger congregation, with a bigger budget, may not have 
to worry about the cost of a large tent for outdoor services, or an outdoor sound 
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system, these kinds of purchases represent a more substantial portion of a smaller 
church’s budget. Ultimately, Carol felt disadvantaged in comparison to other pas-
tors, like Scott, the pastor of a larger church nearby, “He’s got the resources, and 
so my folks were watching him on TV, which kind of bothers me, because I didn’t 
have comparable resources. I couldn’t do anything like that.” Carol’s experience 
highlights the financial constraints pastors at small congregations faced as they 
responded to COVID-19.

Outliers – Some Congregations Struggle, Some Thrive

While pastors generally indicated overall financial stability and a sense that finances 
were not as bad as expected, we also heard from pastors who reported their church’s 
finances had improved after COVID and from others, where the situation was sig-
nificantly worse. Consider Rusty, a multi-charge pastor in a rural area, whose larger 
church was doing well financially. Rusty reported that the congregation was in a 
good financial position before the pandemic with a one-month “cushion” to help 
offset any declines in giving or rising expenses. Moreover, giving increased during 
the pandemic:

We’re actually exceeding what we did last year. The giving has been through 
the roof. I made reference to the one gentleman who gave us $5,000. We’ve 
had other gifts like that have come through. So, in terms of just outright giving 
to the church, things have never been better.

Rusty expressed pride in the financial successes of this congregation and considered 
that he, personally, “must really be doing something great to get all this giving dur-
ing the pandemic.”

Other pastors also reported positive financial situations. Arthur’s small, rural 
congregation, for example, went into the pandemic in a strong position—they ran 
a surplus for the past 10  years and then exceeded all expectations after the onset 
of the pandemic. The money collected through the offering was up by 20% and the 
congregation also received two estate gifts since the pandemic began. Arthur told 
us: “Our church finances are doing better than they’ve ever done.” Mary, described 
her larger, urban church as “rocking it,” due to a combination of increased giving 
and decreased expenses. Chandler described his congregation was experiencing a 
financial “revitalization,” a trend that began pre-COVID but continued unaffected 
through the pandemic period. In fact, he encouraged the congregation not to apply 
for federal financial assistance noting that, “We don’t need it.”

At the other end of the spectrum, we heard from pastors who reported more dire 
financial situations. Notably, five of the six congregations we identified as strug-
gling were small. For example, Rusty’s other two, small churches were struggling 
financially before the pandemic and did not have any financial cushion. The tenuous 
financial position of both churches was exacerbated in the wake of restrictions on in-
person gathering due to COVID-19, as congregants at both churches felt uncomfort-
able giving by mail or online. Rusty expressed fear regarding the future of these two 
churches: “If a month goes by and there’s no giving, there’s real trouble.” For Judith, 
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a pastor at two small, rural churches, finances were down prior to the pandemic 
and with giving down during the pandemic, “[the church’s] finances are not doing 
good.” Lauren, who led a small, rural church shared a similar situation: “We’re not 
doing good. We weren’t doing all that great before COVID. We’re not doing good 
right now.” And while two of Ed’s three small, rural congregations were “fine finan-
cially,” his smallest congregation was “struggling right now financially just to meet 
their basic things.” Already in a precarious position at the start of the pandemic, and 
without any financial cushion, even short declines in giving could spell disaster for 
small congregations like these.

New Strategies for Managing Finances During COVID

Pastors also reported implementing new strategies for soliciting and collecting 
donations in the wake of COVID-19. Pre-COVID, giving often occurred during in-
person worship services each week. While the physical “passing of the plate” was 
becoming less common pre-COVID, giving still often occurred during weekly wor-
ship services (King et al. 2019). Without the weekly “nudge” to give experienced 
during in-person worship services, pastors reported having to be more explicit and 
direct to maintain pre-COVID levels of giving.

Nearly a quarter of the pastors we spoke with (n = 12) reported being more inten-
tional about soliciting donations. Burt, a pastor of a small, rural church, reported 
he started reminding congregants to give in line with pre-COVID rhythms: “I put 
something on the first of the month that said … ‘This is the first of the month. If 
this is the time that you are going to tithe, please make sure you do and send it to 
this address.’” Carolyn told us that in response to “a dip initially in our giving,” her 
larger, urban congregation “put out videos from our treasurer and lay leaders to sort 
of encourage people [to give].” Rose, pastor of three small, rural churches, shared 
that, in the wake of COVID, she added “a time to specifically pray for the offerings 
and the tithes” during the worship service. These explicit reminders to give were 
necessary because parishioners no longer had the normal cues associated with in-
person worship prompting them to give. As one pastor, Paul, told us: “Most people 
still recognize the importance of giving, it’s just harder to remember when you don’t 
have a plate right in front of you.” 

Pastors also reported sharing more details about the congregation’s financial situ-
ation and financial needs with congregants. Sarah, pastor of a small, rural church, 
said she tried to

be very clear about our finances … a lot more intentional, I reported giving 
every week, more than we did before, and with more detail than we had before. 
And named the places where we had positive things so we could build on that.

 Joe, pastor at a larger, urban congregation, shared a similar sentiment, 

We have been very clear in communicating to people: this is what’s happen-
ing, this is what we’re doing, here’s how you can continue to contribute. We’ve 
been very, very transparent. Entering this calendar year, we really increased 
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the level of communication and transparency around finances. So then when 
we began to [say] folks, “Okay, this is what we need you to do,” they were 
ready to embrace that. Another pastor told us that he reminded congregants “to 
give online” each week, and said he tried to do so “in a really positive tone,” 
emphasizing both gratitude for their support and linking giving to the congre-
gation’s ability “to keep doing the ministry that we’re doing.” Josh, pastor of 
a small, rural church, told us he “made a PowerPoint slide for the accounts … 
our year-to-date current and year-to-date needed are available so people can 
see that when they come to church. And then, when they’re giving, they can 
know where we are.” These responses suggest that pastors felt the need to pro-
vide additional justification for giving in the wake of the pandemic, reminding 
congregants, as Carolyn did, “even though we’re not meeting face-to-face, the 
work of ministry is still going on.”

We also found that pastors and congregants were using a broad range of methods 
for collecting donations during the pandemic. Notably, our interviews suggest that 
online giving was not the only and often not the primary means of giving during this 
period. Only one-third of congregations in our sample mentioned using an online 
or electronic mode of receiving donations. Preferred methods of giving were not 
merely related to the average age of participants, or rural/urban divides. Rather they 
were more often framed by pastors as a matter of preference. Alice, a pastor of two 
small congregations, one urban and one rural, told us, “In the rural church, my expe-
rience has been that there are very few people who are interested in doing online 
stuff anyways, so I haven’t bothered to try to increase our presence in that way.” In 
other cases, after scrambling to implement online giving, some pastors, like Ben, 
who served two small, rural churches found that it was not “adopted at a super high 
rate” or, Wade, pastor of a large urban church that “it was not used much.” Even in 
congregations that saw an increase in online giving post-COVID, such as Danny’s 
larger, urban church, this method still accounted for just “half of total giving” at the 
time of the interview.

Rather than a simple move from in-person to online giving, our interviews sug-
gest that pastors of both rural and urban congregations expanded the number of 
ways in which people could give. Joe, pastor of a larger, urban church, for example, 
told us,

Well, we had online giving previously, and some people utilized that. Now sig-
nificantly more people are doing that. We made sure that people knew that 
they could mail in contributions and told them how to do that, but we also … 
set up an offering plate and sent a picture to folks and said, ‘If this is meaning-
ful, if the act of placing an offering in the offering plate is meaningful to you, 
this is how you can do it.’ My day in the office is Friday … I probably have 
two or three people who come by … and they drop it in.

To accommodate the diverse preferences of congregants, Joe set up several different 
ways in which they could give, including an in-person option for those who felt that 
physically placing the offering on the plate was an important part of the practice of 
tithing.
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Like Joe, Alice reported her congregation had an online giving option which “a 
few people” used. However, her congregation also collected checks in other ways: 
“Our finance committee people … some of them have driven around and picked up 
checks … in one church, the financial secretary doesn’t lock her car at night, and 
people put checks into her car.” Judith, pastor of two small, rural churches, reported 
that a congregant, who lives “smack in the middle of the community … collects 
the tithes” from people in the area. In other cases, congregants brought their checks 
directly to the church. Pauline, for example, pastor of two small, rural churches told 
us that, “People have had a key to the church, go in and stick it under the treas-
urer’s blotter in her office.” Sarah, the pastor of a small, rural congregation, reported 
holding “drive through prayer” times every other week. This practice provided an 
opportunity to connect with congregants but was also an avenue for parishioners 
to give in-person. “Those consistent givers needed that,” she told us. These exam-
ples demonstrate the myriad ways in which congregants are giving under the context 
of COVID and the creative solutions pastors devised for maintaining the practice of 
giving in ways that suit the preferences of their parishioners.

Pastoral Strain: Working Hard(er) for the Money

We also uncovered evidence that many pastors were working harder—dedicat-
ing additional time and effort—to manage congregational finances in the wake 
of COVID-19. Sarah, for example, told us that her small, rural congregation was 
“already in an anxious financial place before the pandemic.” She expressed concern 
that congregants would make rash decisions regarding the budget out of a place of 
fear. As a result, Sarah reported that financial management was an area she really 
“focused in on as a pastor.” She reflected,

It was slightly out of my comfort zone. Administrative areas are out of my 
comfort zone … But I really had to be an administrative leader with a finance 
team, and to push us to apply for the grants … I worked a lot with them and 
their finances.

Sarah described spending considerable time in discussion with congregants about 
financial strategy in the wake of COVID, an area that was outside of her “comfort 
zone” as a pastor.

Sarah was not alone in dedicating additional time and energy to financial man-
agement. Kathryn, pastor for a small, rural church, reported feeling “stressed” about 
congregational finances. While Kathryn felt that it was not her job as a pastor “to 
save the church,” she reported doing everything possible to “help it financially sur-
vive” during COVID including “initiating and being a part of the group of people 
who apply for PPP … paying attention to grants, paying attention to ways that we 
can cut spending, being very active in trying to do those things and educate myself 
about it.” Kathryn did not feel prepared for this new role and did not enjoy it. She 
told us, “It really sucked because I don’t understand how those things work and I had 
to learn really quickly and that’s stressful.” Likewise, Chandler, leader of a small 
urban church, reported that he “had to get a lot more involved in the office stuff, the 
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finance stuff” during COVID than he was beforehand. He felt that this work inter-
fered with other aspects of his pastoral role: “I don’t feel like I’ve had as much time 
to be the ‘spiritual pastor’ as I have been the CEO.” Because COVID changed finan-
cial situations for most churches, pastors were tasked with thinking more explicitly 
about church finances and their financial strategy to successfully weather the pan-
demic. This is particularly stressful given that most pastors receive little or no train-
ing in fiscal administration (French-Holloway 2020).

Personal (Financial) Sacrifice

Some pastors (n = 11) reported examples of personal financial sacrifice to help keep 
their congregations afloat during this difficult time. Notably, of the eleven pastors 
who reported financial sacrifices, nine (82%) were local pastors and seven (64%) 
were women. Of the 19 congregations (led by 11 individual pastors) that had a pas-
tor who reported making a financial sacrifice, seventeen (90%) were small and four-
teen (74%) were rural. This suggests that the burden of financial sacrifice was not 
evenly distributed. It tended to fall more heavily on women, local pastors and on 
pastors of smaller, rural congregations.

We identified several kinds of financial sacrifice. Three pastors, for example, 
reported paying for church expenses out of pocket. Alice said she spent money “on 
equipment and programs” to make online worship easier. Ed, pastor of three small, 
rural churches, shared that he personally “bought a 60-inch TV so that we could 
show videos and everything,” after returning to in-person services. Spending per-
sonal money for congregational needs was not necessarily a new practice. Lauren, 
pastor of a small, rural church, for example, told us, “There are things I pay for out 
of pocket, always have.”

In addition, five pastors mentioned salary cuts, either taken or discussed, and 
another two pastors mentioned foregoing salary increases because of the pandemic. 
Alice, in addition to paying for church needs out of pocket, told us that she offered to 
take a salary cut: “I had a conversation with staff parish very early in this pandemic, 
and, ‘If at some point you all need to start paying me less, just let me know.’ Because 
I have that luxury. I could retire and go on Social Security in a few months.” Alan, 
pastor of two small, rural churches, volunteered not to take an annual raise: “When 
we received the compensation letter from the bishop about paying your pastor this 
year, I did tell both churches that I … would refuse a raise this year. We needed to 
see how things were going before we did that.” Alice and Alan both volunteered to 
receive less compensation to ensure financial stability for their congregations.

For others, pay cuts were not voluntary. Gabe, whose small, rural congregation 
was struggling financially, was encouraged by the denomination to consider transi-
tioning to “a shared charge or a part-time because they no longer felt like we could 
support a full-time clergy person.” Another pastor, Rose, started at a new congrega-
tion during the pandemic. She reflected, “And fortunately, I took a pay cut coming 
here, a dramatic pay cut. But I also start[ed] doing Social Security this month, so 
it’s not quite so bad.” Rose reported that her monthly expenses are lower in the new 
location, and noted, “Plus I don’t require a lot to eat, so it’s worked really well.” 
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While the financial issues and pay cuts mentioned by these pastors were not directly 
related to the pandemic—Gabe, for example, linked his congregation’s struggles to 
the non-COVID related deaths of “a handful of elderly members … who were very 
generous tithers”— their experiences highlight the financial precarity of many small 
congregations where even small drops in giving can have significant consequences. 
Their experiences also show that pastors often make or consider making personal 
financial sacrifices to benefit their congregations. Rose’s description of her reduced 
salary as “fortunate”—because it eased the financial burden of her congregation 
during the pandemic—is a particularly striking example.

Several part-time pastors we spoke with reported working more hours for the 
same pay, which impacted their work and home lives. Anne, the pastor of small, 
urban church, reported working nearly full-time during the pandemic despite being 
paid for just quarter-time. The increased workload had become a point of tension 
with her family,

Well, it goes back to another stressor is my family. They see me working more 
hours with less pay and they’re like, “Stop. You’re doing too much.” And I’m 
like, “But this is what I need. This is what God is telling me to do.” “Well, 
they’re not paying us.” “I know that, I understand that, but this is what God is 
telling me to do.” So I keep working.

Another part-time pastor, Chandler, who was quoted above, told us he had to reor-
ganize his other part-time jobs to accommodate the pastoral role “taking up so much 
more time.” Chandler reported about his non-clerical work: “Rather than doing … 
one big job each month, I’m having to do several little jobs so that I can work my 
schedule around to be here more … I’ve had to spend more time, late hours before I 
get home, doing stuff with … my contractors and things.” Additionally, his wife has 
also “become involved in the church … doing things and helping” during COVID, 
another indication that his pastoral workload was unable to be confined to his speci-
fied hours of work per week. Chandler aspires to be in ministry full-time but refuses 
to put himself above congregational needs: “I told them, ‘I’ll never put this church 
in a burden financially to push to be a full-time pastor if y’all can’t financially do 
it’.” These responses reflect the fact that many pastors see their work as a calling 
from God. This sacralization of work can lead them and their families to make per-
sonal sacrifices on behalf of their congregations (LeGrand et al. 2013; Proeschold-
Bell et al. 2011).

Longer‑Term Concerns

While most pastors did not express immediate financial concerns, many respond-
ents expressed some anxiety about the long-term financial health of the congre-
gations they served. This amounted to concerns being expressed by about 59% 
of the churches covered by the pastors in our sample. Josh, pastor of a small, 
rural church, spoke of being “anxious about it at all times,” while Paul (serving 
two small, urban churches) shared that “so far” his churches were “keeping their 
heads above water,” but also notes that, “The church is small and if we lose many 
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members, it could be really, really hard.” This uncertainty speaks to the fragility 
of financial situations that otherwise were not as bad as anticipated. We identified 
three factors that contributed to longer-term financial concerns.

First, as noted earlier, for many congregations in our sample, one-time boosts 
in revenue offset declines in regular giving and contributed to stronger financial 
positions for many churches. Many churches reported receiving denominational 
grants and/or a PPP loan. The PPP loan gave a quarter (24%) of churches in our 
sample financial cushions, or “space” and “breathing room,” as Tom described 
it. Jessica, the pastor at a large and a small urban church, reported that while 
one of her congregations was “in a financial crisis before the pandemic hit,” the 
PPP “actually has saved us.” It is unclear whether and how Jessica’s congrega-
tion will remain financially viable without the PPP grant to offset salary-related 
expenses. After their PPP funds ended, Susan discussed how her larger, urban 
church was unable to cover their employees’ salaries. “We did have to furlough 
two employees … we made sure as long as we could, that we could take care of 
them. Then that had to stop.” Many pastors worried what the financial picture of 
congregations would look like once these temporary solutions ran their course. 
Once worship services returned in-person or conference and/or state-based relief 
programs end, some pastors, like Tom (larger, urban church), anticipated a finan-
cial “pinch.”

Second, in many cases, financial neutrality was achieved by cutting programs, 
reducing salaries and/or reducing operating costs, all of which were temporary 
strategies and considered less-than-ideal by pastors and congregants. For exam-
ple, Harry, pastor of a larger, urban church, worked with his finance team to cre-
ate budget reductions in 3-month cycles, cutting programs and salaries to meet 
their target. He told us,

Our budget was like…real close but 51% program and 50% administrative … 
now, it’s almost 75%, 80% administrative and … 25% program. The program 
aspect of it has significantly reduced. I’m okay with that because of where we 
are. I would not be okay with something like that if it was a normal time.

Greg shared a similar sentiment, describing the pandemic as akin to a period of 
“hibernation,”

The pace of things have slowed down and I’d describe it as this is maybe, at 
least my church, seems to have almost gone into hibernation. So, it’s hun-
kered down and it has enough financial stability and generosity to weather 
the storms and maintain staffing levels and things but not a lot of initiative 
to do new things … just kind of bare minimum maintaining of the more 
important activities and traditions.

For both pastors, the current financial plan reflected a kind of “survival mode” in 
which decisions were made to cut programs or reduce staff (or staff salaries) in order 
to “continue to run and exist” (Greg). While a reduced budget, cut programs, and 
“hunkering down,” were seen as necessary and acceptable sacrifices in the short-
term, doing just “the bare minimum” was not a feasible strategy in the longer term.
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Finally, while small drops in giving related to the pandemic came to many pastors 
as a relief, the longer-term consequences of this decline worried some pastors. Tom 
highlighted this challenge: “As we kind of look at projections, there’s a possibil-
ity that things will get very tight. The closer we get to the end of the year with the 
shortfall in non-pledged giving.” Greg, pastor at a larger, rural church, also foresaw 
challenges down the road: “There’ll be maybe some harder decisions to make but at 
present we’ve been able to continue operating just kind of as normal with income 
and expenses.” Two pastors expressed concern about the pandemic’s impact on criti-
cal fundraisers—events, like community potlucks and dinners—the church relied on 
in years past to meet budget needs. Alan, who led two small, rural churches, worried 
about how the move to online worship would affect giving in the longer-term,

There are people that are more comfortable at home, virtually, and this is 
going to be the new normal. The key there now is going to be financial sus-
tainability because too many people see tithes and offerings as pew rent. I’m 
paying it for a spot in the church and if I’m not there, I don’t need to send it … 
That is where our issues are going to lie.

As they looked ahead, many of these pastors expressed concerns about COVID’s 
impact on giving in the medium and longer term.

Discussion

In this research, we documented how a group of 50 UMC pastors appointed to 
lead congregations described the financial ramifications of the COVID-19 pan-
demic for the churches they served. In line with recent survey research, we found 
most churches reported relatively small decreases in giving, offset by decreases in 
expenses due to not meeting in person and by additional revenue from the PPP pro-
gram and other grants. However, even in cases where the net impact of the pandemic 
on congregational finances was relatively modest, our research suggests this modest 
impact masked more complex financial disruptions to congregations brought on by 
the pandemic. Survey questions tend to focus only on the impact of COVID on the 
bottom line, but, as the current study demonstrates, they can fail to show the variety 
of strategies pastors and congregations used to manage their financial situation dur-
ing the pandemic. Our findings demonstrate that pastors were forced to make signifi-
cant changes to their previous approaches to managing their congregations to ensure 
the financial stability. This research also highlights the extent to which currently sta-
ble financial situations may be precarious in the longer-term. It is vitally important 
for scholars of congregations to build on the current research and to follow the long-
term impact of COVID-19 on congregational finances.

In addition, our research suggests that the size of congregations is a key con-
tinuum along which to analyze the differential impact of COVID-19’s financial 
impact. In spite of the fact that larger churches tend to have a larger proportion of 
people with higher incomes and education levels (Eagle 2012), previous research 
has shown that people in smaller congregations give more per capita than people 
in larger congregations (Chaves and Eagle 2015:2). However, our research suggests 
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that smaller churches appear to be facing more significant struggles. Many small 
churches have very small budgets, which means small drops in giving represent a 
larger proportion of the budget. There is a point at which a small church is no longer 
economically viable and it is possible that COVID may push larger numbers smaller 
churches to close (Anderson et  al. 2008). If COVID does result in the closure of 
more small churches, this may also speed the trend where people are increasingly 
likely to attend larger churches (Chaves 2006). Finally, as smaller churches are often 
led by local pastors in the UMC, COVID may have a differential impact on part-time 
clergy in contingent positions.

Our findings also challenge some initial concerns and findings related to the 
financial impact of COVID on congregations. For one, initial speculations posited 
that rural congregations may potentially experience the largest declines in giving 
because of their relative lack of preparation for online giving (Manion and Strand-
berg 2020). Our research challenges this assumption. We found for many rural 
churches, online giving was more hassle than it was worth and that mailing in 
checks and dropping off donations at the church was often a simpler and more effec-
tive solution. That said, pastors of both small and large, rural and urban congrega-
tions reported using a broad range of methods to accept donations.

In addition, early research showed concerning declines in giving (Bird 2020; 
Lake Institute on Faith & Giving 2020; Lifeway Research 2020; Manion and Strand-
berg 2020). Our research suggests that there was some temporality in patterns of 
giving, at least in some congregations. Early declines may have reflected a break 
in habit, which returned once new methods of giving were implemented. Ed, pas-
tor of three rural congregations, for example, told us, “It took folks awhile to get 
used to mailing in a check.” Likewise, Christina, pastor of a small, urban church, 
reported, “It just takes people a while to change their habits. It took us a while to get 
our online giving. There’s something we had to learn.” These responses suggest that 
early declines and/or lags in giving may reflect the usually habitual nature of tithing 
which was previously tied to the context of in-person collective worship services. 
Thus, our research suggests that large-scale declines in giving found by research 
conducted close to the onset of COVID may not have as great of a long-term impact 
as originally hypothesized.

We also heard several pastors report receiving large gifts from donors both inside 
and outside the church. We suspect that this is also a factor that helps explain why 
COVID-19 was not as disruptive to finances as initially expected. The threat of 
the pandemic activated individuals within churches to give to make up shortfalls; 
also, in a few instances, pastors said people outside the congregation gave money to 
churches who were doing local food distribution programs. Again, this is not a long-
term strategy for financial survival. If churches do experience longer-term drops in 
giving and there is not the immediacy of a pandemic, one-time gifts may not cover 
the shortfall.

In terms of other sources of variation, gender appeared to play a significant role in 
how pastors experienced the financial impact of the pandemic on the congregation. 
Our data support the conclusion that the pandemic was a more significant source of 
stress for female pastors. Out of the six congregations in our sample that seem to be 
in danger of closing for financial reasons, four of these congregations were led by 
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female pastors. Female pastors were more likely to report short term worries about 
the financial stability of their congregations. While only three male pastors (12% of 
male pastors) expressed short term worries about the financial stability of their con-
gregations, seven female pastors (29% of female pastors) expressed the same senti-
ment. While we do not have sufficient data to make definitive claims, our findings 
are in line with past research on the challenges faced by female pastors (de Gasquet 
2010; Hoge 2011) and suggest the importance of attending to differences in pastoral 
experiences during COVID by gender.

Limitations

This study is limited in several important ways. First of all, we focused on one 
denomination in one state, which limits our ability to generalize our findings to 
other churches and denominations. In particular, in North Carolina, UMC churches 
had access to grants from the denomination to help defray costs associated with the 
pandemic. The availability of these grants may have made the financial impact of the 
health restrictions related to COVID-19 on congregations less severe. The UMC in 
North Carolina is predominantly white, and thus, owing to the differential impact of 
the pandemic on Black Americans (Buford and Johnson 2020; Eligon et al. 2020), 
we would likely find a more severe impact of the pandemic in Black churches. Sec-
ond, our data come from one moment in time in the life of a congregation. Because 
COVID-19 created a rapidly evolving situation, these interviews cannot capture the 
entire impact of the pandemic, the full effects of which will not be totally understood 
for many years to come. Relatedly, of pastors interviewed early on in the pandemic, 
several expressed relief that the impact of the pandemic on their budgets was not 
more severe. A smaller-than-expected drop in giving was interpreted as neutral or 
even positive in the context of much more dire expectations. Pastors who expressed 
a lack of concern or even relief regarding finances, despite some evidence of neg-
ative impacts, may have been reflecting on their current position relative to their 
expectations. Finally, in our conversations with pastors, we asked them to reflect on 
how church finances had changed and allowed pastors to talk about the impacts and 
strategies that were most salient to them. Our data, therefore, may undercount the 
number of pastors who implemented any given strategy.

Conclusions and Implications

Recent research, including our own, supports the conclusion that the impact of 
COVID-19 on congregational finances was not as dire as originally anticipated. 
While it is still early in the recovery period, our study raises important questions 
about the longer-term financial impacts of COVID on church finances. It is clear 
from our research the PPP loans from the federal government and other grant 
programs through the UMC denomination were vital in helping congregations 
weather the pandemic. Our study suggests that revenue may not have declined 
in the early and middle period of the pandemic because of temporary “stop-gap” 
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measures and support provided by the PPP loans, grants from the denomination 
(including mortgage relief, pension and healthcare coverage for pastors) and 
substantial one-time gifts or memorial donations. Additional research is needed 
to assess congregational finances after these temporary offsets were spent. Has 
giving returned to pre-pandemic levels, or will the declines seen during COVID 
become permanent, much like what was observed after the Great Recession? We 
underscore the need for qualitative research that examines the economic recovery 
of congregations to address questions such as, whether, when, and how programs 
and salaries that were cut during the pandemic as preventative measures were 
brought back? Were furloughed staff re-hired? Were delayed raises eventually 
conferred? What strategies will pastors use in the latter stages of the pandemic to 
increase or maintain giving?

We also heard pastors relate that they had suspended and/or reduced giving to 
the denomination. It seems reasonable to conclude that the pandemic could further 
accelerate the trend of declining denomination support by member churches (Chaves 
and Eagle 2015; Wuthnow 1997). For congregations who are unable to return to 
pre-pandemic giving levels, they may be forced to reduce their contributions to their 
denominations.

It is also clear from this research that the financial impact of the pandemic is 
highly variable. It is more appropriate to speak of the impacts of the pandemic on 
congregations rather than a singular or uniform impact across congregations. Size, 
location, composition, and especially the pre-COVID financial situation of the con-
gregation played important mediating roles. Many pastors reported early dips in giv-
ing, followed by a return to normal or near-normal levels of giving. Others reported 
slight declines that remained steady over time. Still others wondered if there is a 
viable path forward for their churches. At a minimum, we expect the pandemic will 
accelerate the closure of churches that were struggling financially before the pan-
demic. Future research should attend to the variability of the financial impact of the 
pandemic on congregations.

And finally, no matter what the impact was to the bottom line, all pastors in our 
study were forced to “hunker down” and focus on the essentials of congregational 
life. Many pastors found this a difficult and stressful experience. Managing the 
pandemic forced pastors to take a more active role in managing the finances of the 
church. Many felt under-prepared for this task. Several pastors, especially women, 
had to dip into their salaries and work more hours for no pay. We expect that these 
acute stressors may have a long-term negative impact on the wellbeing of pastors.

Around the world, COVID forced congregations to cease physically meeting cen-
tral activity and find ways to adapt. For pastors,  navigating churches through this 
time was a challenging task. To understand the evolution of religious congregations 
in the future, it will be vitally important to track the lasting financial consequences 
of the pandemic.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1007/ s13644- 021- 00474-x.

Acknowledgements The authors would like to thank Elizabeth Stringfield for her help conducting the 
interviews for this project.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13644-021-00474-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13644-021-00474-x


419

1 3

Review of Religious Research (2022) 64:399–420 

Funding This research was supported by a grant from the Rural Church Area of The Duke Endowment.

References

Anderson, Shawna L., Jessica Hamar Martinez, Catherine Hoegeman, Gary Adler, and Mark Chaves. 
2008. Dearly departed: how often do congregations close? Journal for the Scientific Study of Reli-
gion 47 (2): 321–328. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/j. 1468- 5906. 2008. 00410.x.

Bridges V. 2020. Federal Judge Blocks NC Governor’s Restrictions on Religious Services. Raleigh News 
and Observer.

Bird, Warren. 2020. Optimism Outweighs Uncertainty. ECFA.
Buford, Akilah, and Talia Johnson. 2020. “Early Data Shows African Americans Have Contracted and 

Died of Coronavirus at an Alarming Rate.” ProPublica, April 3.
Chaves, Mark. 2006. All creatures great and small: megachurches in context. Review of Religious 

Research 47 (4): 329–346.
Chaves, Mark, and Alison Eagle. 2015. Religious Congregations in 21st Century America: National Con-

gregations Study. Duke University.
Chaves, Mark, Mary Hawkins, Anna Holleman, and Joseph Roso. 2020. Introducing the fourth wave of 

the national congregations study. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 59(4): 646–650. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1111/ jssr. 12684.

de Gasquet, Béatrice. 2010. The barrier and the stained-glass ceiling. analyzing female careers in reli-
gious organizations. Sociologie Du Travail 52: e22-39. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. soctra. 2010. 06. 002.

Eagle, David E. 2012. “Mega, Medium, and Mini: Size and the Socioeconomic Status Composition of 
American Protestant Churches.” Pp. 281–307 in Research in the Sociology of Work. Vol. 23, edited 
by L. A. Keister, J. McCarthy, and R. Finke. Emerald Group Publishing Limited.

Eligon, John, Audra D. S. Burch, Dionne Searcey, and Richard A. Oppel Jr. 2020. “Black Americans 
Face Alarming Rates of Coronavirus Infection in Some States.” The New York Times, April 7.

French-Holloway, Michelle. 2020. Experiences of clergy managing church finances with varying degrees 
of financial literacy training. Academy of Management Proceedings 2020 (1): 12099. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 5465/ AMBPP. 2020. 12099 abstr act.

Guest, Greg, Kathleen M. MacQueen, and Emily E. Namey. 2011. Applied Thematic Analysis. SAGE 
Publications.

Hoge, Dean R. 2011. “The Sociology of the Clergy.” in The Oxford Handbook of the Sociology of Reli-
gion, edited by P. B. Clarke.

Johns Hopkins. n.d. “Johns Hopkins Coronavirus Research Center Home Page.” Johns Hopkins Corona-
virus Resource Center. Retrieved June 3, 2021 (https:// coron avirus. jhu. edu/).

King, David P., Christopher Munn, Brad R. Fulton, and Jamie L. Goodwin. 2019. NCSEP Nation Study of 
Congregations’ Economic Practices. Indianapolis, IN: Lake Institute on Faith & Giving.

Kuhne, Gary William, and Joe F. Donaldson. 1995. Balancing ministry and management: an exploratory 
study of pastoral work activities. Review of Religious Research 37 (2): 147–163. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
2307/ 35123 98.

Lake Institute on Faith & Giving. 2020. COVID-19 Congregational Study. Indianapolis, IN: Lilly Family 
School of Philanthropy, IUPUI.

LeGrand, Sara, Rae Jean Proeschold-Bell, John James, and Amanda Wallace. 2013. Healthy leaders: mul-
tilevel health promotion considerations for diverse united methodist church pastors. Journal of Com-
munity Psychology 41 (3): 303–321. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ jcop. 21539.

Lifeway Research. 2020. Pastors’ Views on How COVID-19 Is Affecting Their Church April 2020: Survey 
of American Protestant Pastors.

Manion, Matthew F., and Alicia Strandberg. 2020. COVID-19 Impact on Parish Collections. Center for 
Church Management: Villanova University School of Business.

Mundey, Peter, David P. King, and Brad R. Fulton. 2019. The economic practices of us congregations: 
a review of current research and future opportunities. Social Compass 66 (3): 400–417. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1177/ 00377 68619 852230.

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5906.2008.00410.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/jssr.12684
https://doi.org/10.1111/jssr.12684
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soctra.2010.06.002
https://doi.org/10.5465/AMBPP.2020.12099abstract
https://doi.org/10.5465/AMBPP.2020.12099abstract
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/
https://doi.org/10.2307/3512398
https://doi.org/10.2307/3512398
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.21539
https://doi.org/10.1177/0037768619852230
https://doi.org/10.1177/0037768619852230


420 Review of Religious Research (2022) 64:399–420

1 3

Proeschold-Bell, Rae Jean, Sara LeGrand, John James, Amanda Wallace, Christopher Adams, and David 
Toole. 2011. A Theoretical model of the holistic health of united methodist clergy. Journal of Reli-
gion and Health 50 (3): 700–720. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10943- 009- 9250-1.

QSR International Pty Ltd. 2018. NVivo (Version 12). https:// www. qsrin terna tional. com/ nvivo- quali 
tative- data- analy sis- softw are/ home

The General Council on Finance and Administration of the United Methodist Church. 2018. 2018 Annual 
Conference Membership and Attendance US. Retrieved April 16, 2020 (https:// www. gcfa. org/ 
media/ 2134/ 2018s tatss ummary- with- 2017c ompar ison. pdf).

UMC NC Conference. 2020a. “Bishop Ward Urges Churches to Cease Public Worship for Two Weeks.” 
Coronavirus Response. Retrieved May 6, 2021 (https:// nccumc. org/ bishop/ bishop- ward- urges- churc 
hes- to- cease- public- worsh ip- for- two- weeks/).

UMC NC Conference. 2020b. “From the Bishop: Approaching Good Shepherd Sunday - Bishop’s Office 
- NC Conference.” Bishop’s Office. Retrieved May 6, 2021 (https:// nccumc. org/ bishop/ from- the- 
bishop- appro aching- good- sheph erd- sunday/).

UMC Western NC Conference. 2020. “Phase Three Guidelines for In-Person Worship & Ministry During 
COVID-19.” Retrieved May 6, 2021 (https:// www. wnccu mc. org/ newsd etail/ phase- three- guide lines- 
for- in- person- worsh ip- minis try- during- covid- 19- 14325 479).

USDA Economic Research Service. (2020). USDA ERS - Rural-Urban Commuting Area Codes. 
Retrieved October 8, 2021, from https:// www. ers. usda. gov/ data- produ cts/ rural- urban- commu ting- 
areac odes. aspx

Wuthnow, Robert. 1997. The Crisis in the Churches: Spiritual Malaise. Fiscal Woe: Oxford University 
Press.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published 
maps and institutional affiliations.

Authors and Affiliations

David E. Eagle1  · Erin Johnston1  · Jennifer Headley1  · Anna Holleman2 

 * David E. Eagle 
 david.eagle@duke.edu

1 Duke Global Health Institute, Duke University, 310 Trent Drive, Durham, NC 27708, USA
2 Department of Sociology, Duke University, 417 Chapel Drive, Durham, NC 27708, USA

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-009-9250-1
https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/home
https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/home
https://www.gcfa.org/media/2134/2018statssummary-with-2017comparison.pdf)
https://www.gcfa.org/media/2134/2018statssummary-with-2017comparison.pdf)
https://nccumc.org/bishop/bishop-ward-urges-churches-to-cease-public-worship-for-two-weeks/
https://nccumc.org/bishop/bishop-ward-urges-churches-to-cease-public-worship-for-two-weeks/
https://nccumc.org/bishop/from-the-bishop-approaching-good-shepherd-sunday/
https://nccumc.org/bishop/from-the-bishop-approaching-good-shepherd-sunday/
https://www.wnccumc.org/newsdetail/phase-three-guidelines-for-in-person-worship-ministry-during-covid-19-14325479
https://www.wnccumc.org/newsdetail/phase-three-guidelines-for-in-person-worship-ministry-during-covid-19-14325479
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/rural-urban-commuting-areacodes.
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/rural-urban-commuting-areacodes.
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4909-9497
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3335-9496
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2058-4467
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4893-7463

	The Financial Impacts of COVID-19 on United Methodist Churches in North Carolina: a Qualitative Study of Pastors’ Perspectives and Strategies
	Abstract
	Background 
	Purpose 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusions 

	Introduction
	Data and Methods
	Sample
	Analysis

	Results
	Small and Large: Divergent Pathways to Financial Stability
	Outliers – Some Congregations Struggle, Some Thrive

	New Strategies for Managing Finances During COVID
	Pastoral Strain: Working Hard(er) for the Money
	Personal (Financial) Sacrifice
	Longer-Term Concerns

	Discussion
	Limitations

	Conclusions and Implications
	Acknowledgements 
	References




