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Freedom to Choose: 2017 Health Initiative 
 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
 

General FAQ’s 
  

Q. What is the deadline to apply for health insurance?  

 

A. If you have an option to enroll in a local church plan, the church should provide 

you with an enrollment deadline.  If you are going to purchase a private plan and you 

want to have insurance coverage effective on January 1, 2017 you must enroll 

before the end of 2016.  

 

The Federal Exchange or Marketplace opens on November 1 and ends on January 

31, 2017.  To be safe you should have selected a plan and completed enrollment no 

later than December 15, 2016 for coverage to be effective on January 1, 2017. Don’t 

delay securing new insurance coverage.  You should complete enrollment in a 

health insurance plan so that you have insurance ID cards before the end of 

December. 

 

If you fail to complete enrollment through the Federal Exchange by January 31st -  

You will not have health insurance in 2017.  The Open Enrollment window for 

purchasing private insurance coverage ends and you can’t enroll after that date.   

 

Q. Our church is a "large employer" according to the ACA.  Can our pastor 

decline our group health plan and shop for coverage on the Federal Exchange 

– healthcare.gov? 

 

A. If the local church meets the definition of a large employer the clergy member can 

choose to take the plan offered by the church or decline that coverage and request 

the additional compensation to purchase health insurance.  However, clergy members 

in this situation are not eligible for Premium Tax Credits (government subsidies) to 

purchase insurance coverage through the Marketplace because their employer 

offered them a health plan.  

Q. What is the deadline for making a decision on whether to request the 

additional compensation in lieu of insurance or take the health insurance plan 

offered by the local church? 

 

A. The amount of your 2017 annual salary must be correctly listed on the Charge 

Conference form.  You must make an election to either accept the health insurance 

plan offered by the local church (if available) or request the additional compensation 

before your Charge Conference forms are completed and submitted to the District.  
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Q. Do I have to show proof to my church that I have health insurance if I 

request the additional compensation for declining the local church health 

insurance plan?  

 

A. No.  But remember, the government requires everyone to have health insurance or 

pay a penalty in addition to self-insuring yourself and your family for all health care 

needs.  In 2016 the penalty for not having health insurance is $695 per adult or 2.5% 

of your modified adjusted gross income – whichever is greater.  For families it is the 

greater of $2,085 or $2.5% of income.  These penalties are expected to increase for 

2017.  

 

Q. Is the additional compensation for clergy to purchase health insurance 

classified as total compensation for pension contributions?  

 

A. No.  2016 General Conference delegates voted to exclude compensation in lieu 

of health insurance for pension contributions.  The salary increase for those pastors 

who take the additional compensation instead of health insurance provided by the 

church is not pension-eligible earnings.  The pension contribution made by the local 

church should not include any compensation paid for health insurance. 

 

Q. Is the additional compensation paid in lieu of health insurance to clergy 

considered taxable income?  Is there any appropriate way to decrease the tax 

impact of the additional income? 

 

A. The additional salary paid in lieu of health insurance is taxable income to the clergy 

member.  However, pastors receiving increased compensation can reduce the tax 

impact by enrolling in a high-deductible health plan, setting up a health savings 

account with a bank, and making contributions to the account which can be deducted 

on your tax return. 

 
Q. I’m a second career clergy serving a struggling local church.  I have health 

insurance provided by my prior employer and I don’t want the church to have 

to pay me for insurance.  Can I decline both the health insurance plan and the 

additional compensation?  

 

A. Clergy can “opt-out” of health insurance provided by the local church (by declining 

the plan offered or the additional compensation) if they have other insurance 

coverage.  This “opt-out” requires the approval of the District Superintendent to 

make sure there is no effort to coerce clergy to forfeit benefits.  You will make your 

election to opt-out on the Charge Conference form.  
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Freedom to Choose 2017 Health Initiative applies to Deacons appointed to a local 
church, mission, District or Conference staff 
 

Q. How does Freedom to Choose 2017 Health Initiative effect deacons and 
their benefits for health insurance? Can you clarify how local churches are to 
implement this benefit for Deacons? 

 
A. Deacons are clergy and have the same requirements as every other full time 
clergy person for health insurance.  You will need to either offer your Deacon a 
health plan or increase their compensation by the required amount for their family. 
 

 
There are no Conference requirements for local churches that offer health 
insurance for their employees 

   
Q. Does Freedom to Choose 2017 Health Initiative specify how the church 
shares premium cost for clergy?  Can the church charge clergy the same 
employee premium that it charges lay employees enrolled in their local church 
health insurance plan? 

 
A. Yes. And, it’s the clergy member’s choice to accept the insurance plan as offered 
or decline it and request the additional compensation. It’s up to the local church to 
purchase a plan that it can offer all eligible participants and establish cost-sharing as 
necessary to maintain coverage and affordability.  Just make sure the plan 
premiums and cost-sharing provisions meets the affordability provisions under the 
Affordable Care Act.   

 

Resources available to assist with choosing an individual health insurance plan 

Q. My appointment does not offer a health insurance plan.  I’ve never shopped 

for health insurance and I don’t know where to start.  Where can I get 

assistance with choosing an individual health insurance plan? 

A.  The first step would be to visit the Federal Exchange or Marketplace at 
www.healthcare.gov.  You can shop and compare insurance plans available in your 
area.  The marketplace opens for Open Enrollment November 1 and ends on 
January 31, 2017.  This is where you can apply for government assistance to see if 
you qualify for “subsidies” or Premium Tax Credits to help you with the cost of your 
insurance.   

 
Another resource is to work with a Navigator.  Navigators are individuals or groups 
that are trained and able to help you find and select a health plan. They are required 
to be unbiased and services are free.  To find a local Navigator: 
 
Go to: http://floridachain.org/get-connected-find-local-help/    
Or: https://www.healthcare.gov/glossary/navigator 

 

http://www.healthcare.gov/
http://floridachain.org/get-connected-find-local-help/
https://www.healthcare.gov/glossary/navigator
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Freedom to Choose 2017 Health Initiative for Clergy Couples 
 
Q. We are a clergy couple serving the same appointment location.  We are 
trying to decide if we should accept the insurance offered by our church or 
take the additional compensation and purchase a private plan for our family. 
What compensation would we be offered if we declined the church plan? 
 
A. Clergy couples who have dependents will be classified as a family for benefit 
purposes. As such, clergy couples (either two party or families) must make election 
decision for the family unit.   Clergy members serving at the same SPU who have 
dependents and choose to enroll in the local church insurance plan must be 
classified as a family.  Or, you can request the increase in salary of $7,500 annually 
for each of you to use to purchase alternative insurance coverage for your family. 
However, one clergy member (husband) cannot enroll the family in the local church 
insurance plan while the other clergy member (wife at same SPU) requests the 
additional compensation to decline the plan.   

 

Important parameters for multiple charges that support clergy couples with health 
insurance 
 

Q. We are a clergy couple serving separate appointments Church A and 

Church B.  The Pastor at Church A requests compensation for declining 

insurance from Church A. The spouse (appointed to Church B) will enroll the 

family in Church B’s health insurance plan.  Is the clergy spouse at Church A 

eligible for additional compensation from church A and if so, what amount?  

And can he also be allowed to enroll as a family member on Church B’s plan? 

A. The requirement is for both SPU to support this expense for the family equally.  In 
this example, Church B is offering a plan and will enroll the family in their plan. 
Church A must increase their pastor’s salary for declining insurance from that 
appointment.  The additional compensation due this clergy member is $7,500 or 
50% of the family compensation rate.  It is likely this compensation will be used to 
pay for premiums and out –of-pocket costs associated with the insurance plan the 
family choose from Church B.   

 

Options for those with access to other insurance coverage 
 

Q. I’m enrolled in health insurance at my local church.  In March, 2017 I will turn 
65 and become eligible for Medicare. Can I decline the churches plan and enroll 
in Medicare at that time?  Will I be eligible for additional compensation if I 
decline the church plan? 

 
A. Yes you can decline the churches plan and are eligible for compensation based on 
your family size.  However, if you choose to decline the church plan you, and any 
other family members enrolled on the church plan, must terminate their enrollment 
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too.  In many cases one member of the household is Medicare eligible but the spouse 
may not be eligible due to age.  In order to decline insurance coverage at the church 
and receive the additional compensation to purchase insurance you and all your 
family members must purchase other insurance coverage outside of the church.  

 
Q. I have access to health insurance through my spouse’s employer.  I would 
like to ask the church for the additional compensation and use those funds to 
purchase my wife’s insurance plan.  What happens if she were to lose her job?  
Can we come back to the churches plan? 

 
A.  Yes but this will require a Charge Conference to reduce your annual salary.  If 
your spouse loses her group health insurance that opens a window for you to make a 
status change.  You can request the church allow you to re-enroll in the church plan 
(if available) which would require the church to adjust your salary to the salary you 
earned before the additional compensation for health insurance was added.  As an 
alternative, you could continue to receive the additional compensation from the 
church and purchase a private plan through the Federal Exchange for the remainder 
of the calendar year.     

 
 

This document will be updated as questions are submitted and answers provided.  We 
encourage you to submit questions to benefits@flumc.org to help us build a body of 
knowledge available to our Conference community. 

mailto:benefits@flumc.org

