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A recent survey by the Best Christian Workplaces Institute 
(BCWI) and the Christian Management Association (CMA) 
revealed that the vast majority of Christian ministry leaders Ð 
including chief executive officers (CEO), presidents, chief op-
erating officers (COO) and chief financial officers (CFO) Ð are 
compensated at levels far less than what they could earn in the 
secular nonprofit sector or private industry. 
 
By reviewing the compensation practices of 147 Christian min-
istries, BCWI and CMA discovered that the average compen-
sation for presidents/CEOs is $99,000; for COOs, it is $88,200; 
for CFOs it is $78,200. 
 
Numerous factors Ð the scope and complexity of the ministry, 
cost of living in the ministryÕs geographical location, a minis-
tryÕs revenue and number of employees, as well as internal 
policies and board involvement Ð contribute to total compensa-
tion levels, according to Al Lopus, president of BCWI. Still, 
the survey, ÒTotal Compensation Survey Report for Christian 
Ministries 2005,Ó reveals that, overall, Christian ministries do 
not compensate at levels that make them competitive with 
secular nonprofits or private industry. Indeed, Lopus pointed to 
a survey conducted by another well-respected industry source 
as further evidence of the discrepancies in compensation for 
the top leaders of Christian ministries. 
 
That survey revealed Ð depending upon an organizationÕs reve-
nue size Ð that presidents and CEOs of Christian ministries 
were compensated anywhere from 24 to 46 percent less than 
their counterparts in secular nonprofits, and 65 to 403 percent 
less when compared to leaders in private industry. Meanwhile, 
ministry CFOs are paid anywhere from 19 to 25 percent less 
than nonprofit CFOs and 69 to 203 percent less than those 
working in private industry. 
 
Additionally, only about 10 percent of ministries offered any 
sort of bonus, meaning that holding executives accountable for 
performance outcomes is very rare. 
In response, Lopus said, ÒI think the Lord expects more from 
these organizations.Ó  
 
He explained, ÒWhen you compare the roles of executives in 

Christian nonprofits to other nonprofits, the roles and responsi-
bilities are comparable. There is not that much disparity be-
tween the roles. A company has customers, shareholders and 
employees as main constituents. Christian ministries have 
those they serve, donors, and employees. For a comparably 
sized corporation, compensation should be relatively compara-
ble to a private company.Ó 
 
Lopus conceded that those serving in ministry should emulate 
the sacrificial nature modeled by Jesus. Still, he argued that the 
reality of the Christian ministry marketplace, in which minis-
tries are competing with not only one another, but secular non-
profits and industry for securing strong leaders, requires the 
ministries reconsider compensation practices, including com-
mitting to paying bonuses for excellent performance. He 
added, ÒLike the parable of the talents, variable pay focuses 
leaders on the outcomes you want them to focus on. I believe 
that Christian ministries are not focused on growth to match 
the Great Commission.Ó 
 
He continued, ÒIÕm surprised there are not more bonuses for 
leaders in these Christian organizations. Only 14 of 147 offer 
bonuses. The average bonus is 7.3 percent, or two weeks pay. 
ThatÕs not a very big bonus.Ó He noted that depending upon 
the size of the organization, anywhere between 35 to 90 per-
cent of private businesses pay bonuses. He also revealed that 
Christian ministries also fall short in other areas of compensa-
tion. ÒOnly 15 percent have an automobile provided. Only 25 
percent have their professional dues paid. Less than 10 percent 
receive sabbaticals as a benefit. These are relatively low when 
compared to other organizations.Ó 
 
He insisted, ÒI think Christian ministry could be more effective 
if they had higher caliber people in the leadership roles. Chris-
tian organizations have settled for mediocrity.Ó 
 
However, Phil Hudson, president of New Missions Systems 
International (NMSI), based in Ft. Myers, Fla., argues for 
Ònegative financial incentives.Ó not only for top leadership but 
all of NMSIÕs workers. He argued, ÒAll Christian workers 
should be able to leave Christian work on any given day and 
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make more money in the private sector or public sector for the 
same level of work. This negative financial incentive to stay in 
the job ensures that Christian workers of all nationalities are not 
doing ministry just to keep from having a drop in lifestyle or in-
come for the same work.Ó 
 
According to Hudson, the ministry has enjoyed an annual 
growth rate of 30 percent for the past five years. He noted also 
that NMSI has been a finalist for the past several years in 
BCWIÕs ÒBest Christian Places to WorkÓ annual survey. NMSI 
has 150 missionaries. Founded in 1989, it Òexists to facilitate the 
planting and maturing of churches,Ó particularly in remote areas 
not considered open to the Gospel. 
 
Hudson explained, ÒThe concept of limits goes back to a stew-
ardship issue. Stewardship implies ownership by God and the 
resources the owner has allocated to us for our ministry purposes 
mean that we should not squander those on excessive compensa-
tion.Ó However, he added, ÒThat does not mean that leaders 
should have to live in poverty.Ó 
 
In response to the use of the parable of the talents in justifying 
comparable compensation and even bonuses, Hudson responded, 
ÒI much prefer the parable of the vineyard workers, each getting 
what was promised regardless of when they began work. That is 
pretty much the opposite of the merit and performance idea.Ó He 
continued, ÒWe value hard work and evidence great work ethic. 
But pay is not tied to productivity at all. Christian workers 
should be internally motivated by service as to Christ Himself.Ó 
 
In response to the argument that Christian nonprofits must pay 
wages comparable to secular nonprofits and perhaps even pri-
vate industry to attract and retain the most talented leaders, Hud-
son responded of two key unpaid employees, ÒNo matter what I 
paid I could not replace their competence, drive, fit and contri-
bution. So I totally disagree that pay is linked to the ability to 
attract and retain high quality employees. Their production does 
not add value to their person or worth.Ó 
 
However, Howard Dayton of Crown Financial Ministries con-
curs with Lopus. Dayton, the ministryÕs co-founder and CEO, 
does not take a salary. While his compensation is limited to par-
ticipation in the health insurance plan, the use of a ministry car 
and a ministry cell phone, he shared, ÒMy view is the worker is 
worthy of his wages. The wages should be adequate enough to 
allow a person to live out 1 Timothy 5: 8 Ð ÔIf anyone does not 
provide for his relatives, and especially for his immediate fam-
ily, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.Õ My 
personal opinion is that you have to be very careful to hire the 
right people that have the right heart. I would not subscribe to a 
negative incentive. I donÕt see that in scripture.Ó 
 
Nevertheless, Dayton acknowledged that because other revenue 
streams provide him with an income, donors have greater confi-
dence in Crown. ÒThere is no question that for me not to take an 
income has been comforting in the minds of many of our donors. 

ThereÕs a clear sense that IÕm not asking for myself, but that IÕm 
passionate about fulfilling the mission. That does impact peo-
pleÕs thinking. I would discourage a ministry from having any-
thing excessive because if it becomes public it will denigrate the 
trust.Ó 
 
Bob Peters, president of People Management, Rocky Mountains, 
a human resource consulting firm for church and parachurch or-
ganizations, notes that there is not a precise formula for reaching 
an exact figure. He said that there does seem to be agreement 
that the biblical admonition that ÒA worker is due his wagesÓ is 
a guiding principle. He added, ÒMinistries are expected to pro-
duce results, perform and provide information back to stake-
holders.Ó  
 
Dayton said that Crown does compare itself only to Christian 
ministries when setting compensation levels. ÒOne of the rea-
sons we have looked at other ministries is so that we know weÕre 
in the ballpark when it comes to compensating key people.Ó He 
added that the ministry concurs with the view of Phoenix-based 
Food for the Hungry that executive succession should be a factor 
in determining compensation. ÒIt would be very wise to do that. 
It should not be unreasonable compensation, but it would be 
ideal to not lose a person over compensation that you were 
grooming for succession.Ó 
 
Despite the competing views, Lopus noted that the survey was 
not conducted without good reason, explaining that it is consis-
tent with researching which ministries are considered the best 
place to work, a process they began in 2002 for Christianity To-
day magazine. ÒThis survey is really a continuation of that. We 
did it this year because we feel Christian organizations are ask-
ing for data to pay their employees competitively.Ó 
 
He concluded, ÒI think itÕs reasonable to accept less to take a job 
where there is eternal value. But, we have to look at the reason-
ableness of how much that is. The gap should not be as wide as 
it is now. I think we need to focus on competence. Where there 
is competence in addition to character, the organization will run 
more effectively. There is a correlation between competence and 
pay.Ó  ! 
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