
Smart Buildings

Eighty-one percent of all Christians came to
belief in Jesus prior to the age of twenty.
Seventy-fi ve percent of those commit-

ments came before the age of fifteen. Dr. Thom Rainer
of the Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Ky.
has identified those born between the years of 1977
and 1994 as the ÒBridgers.Ó This group is call ed
Bridgers because their generation is the bridge to the
21st Century. The Bridgers also represent the smallest
percentage of all the generations in church attendance
(20 percent) and confessed belief in Jesus (4 percent).
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THE THIRD PLACE:

A “Bridge” to a Lost Generation?
BUILDING TO REACH THE YOUTH OF TODAY AND TOMORROW

by Kurt Williams

Third places provide a place for youth 
to gather and get to know each other.

Winston Churchill stated that, ÒWe shape our buildings;
thereafter they shape us.Ó Building design and function can be
used to powerfully reach the lost Bridger generation using 
the Third Place concept. Ray Oldenburg (1989), in The Great
Good Place, identifies three ÒplacesÓ that should be part of every
individualÕs life: Home, Work or School, and Informal Gathering
Areas. The Third Place, according to Oldenburg, is the Informal
Gathering Area; a place to be in community. Many times, the
Third Place is only applied to the adults of our congregations;
h o w e v e r, our youth have the same needs for community and
connection, arguably more than the adults. 
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Oldenburg believes that these Third Places are crucial
to communities for a number of reasons. He goes on to state,
ÒThey are distinctive informal gathering places, they make
the citizen feel at home, they nourish relationships and a
diversity of human contact, they help create a sense of place
and community, they invoke a sense of civic pride, they
provide numerous opportunit ies for serendipity, they
promote companionship, they allow people to relax and
unwind after a long day at work (or at school), they are
sociall y binding, they encourage sociabil ity  instead of 
isolation, they make life more colorful, and they enrich
public life and democracy. Their disappearance from our
culture is unhealthy for they are the bedrock of community
life and all the benefits that come from such interactions.Ó 

Oldenburg describes what a Third Place must possess
to draw people and change their lives: ÒThere are essential
ingredients to a well-functioning Third Place. They must be
free of charge or quite inexpensive to enter and purchase
food and drink within. They must be highly accessible to
neighborhoods so that people find it easy to make the place

a regular part of their routineÑin other words, a lot of
people should be able to comfortably walk to the place from
their home. They should be a place where a number of
people regularly go on a daily basis. It should be a place
where the person feels welcome and comfortable, and where
it is easy to enter into conversation. And a person who goes
there should be able to expect to find both old and new
friends each time she or he goes there.Ó

The Place Where Worlds Converge
To d a y Õs youth are looking for a place to call their own. A

place where they feel safe; where they are fed, both physically
and spiritually; and where they can simply just hang out with
their friends. Oldenburg continues, ÒThird Place friendships,
fi rst of all complement more intimate relationships. T h o s e
who study human lonel iness general ly agree that the 
individual needs intimate relationships and that he or she also
needs affiliation. To affiliate is to be a member of some club,
group, or organization. The tie is to the group more than to 
any of its individual members.Ó As much as Oldenburg Õs

February 2006 / Church & Worship Technology 79

Adobe Illustrator artwork:
one object in one layer



Smart Buildings

description of these ÒplacesÓ sound great for us adults,
might we be missing a phenomenal opportunity by not
creating these ÒplacesÓ for the youth, not just in our church
body, but for the youth in our entire community! 

Randy Frazee, senior pastor of Pantego Bible Church in
Fort Worth, Texas, describes the successful Third Place as
the Òplace where worlds convergeÓÑthe worlds of your
kids, your church and your community.

Mike McMahon of Leadership Network, when speaking
to our need for community explains, ÒBuilding community is
what everybody is looking for today. People long for a place
that connects their lives to the lives of others.Ó

At the most critical time in our teenagersÕdevelopment,
how true do these statements sound? How exciting could it
be to develop a ministry and supply the space to reach the
ÒBridgersÓ of our community? One thing that has been
understood over the years of teen ministry is that successful
programs have a balance between fun times and teaching
moments. The environment in which this ministry takes
place either enhances or detracts from the effectiveness that
the ministry actually has on the youth. An environment that
stimulates community is welcoming, invit ing and cool.
Most importantly it is a place that belongs to the youthÉ
it is theirs. 

Changing Times & Changing Attitudes
Youth centers of the past included most of the cast off

furniture that the older members of the church no longer had
a use for. Times are changing. The Bridgers, and generations
to come, will continually push the envelope of space design
due to their incredible need to satisfy the senses through
experiences. To d a y Õs youth facilities will include state-of-the-
art media venues, wireless Internet, top-of-the-line sports
equipment and playing surfaces, multiple electronic gaming

centers, pool tables, foosball, great music, great food and
drinks. Afacili ty designed to reach so many diverse interests
that our youth have today is a facili ty that provides the 
opportunity to share Jesus to so many kids looking for some-
thing to fill the void in their lives that todayÕs world cannot.

Pastor Jeff Evans of Morning Star Church in Kokomo,
Ind. points out the progression that reaching kids has taken.
ÒIn the past, the Christian household was instrumental in
bringing kids to Christ. The church was there to support the
p a r e n t Õs efforts. The demise of the home has now minimized
the exposure to Christianity to these kids. The church now
must become the connecting point for kids that 1) donÕt look
ÔrightÕ, 2) donÕt ÔtalkÕright, and 3) donÕt want to step into an
environment where they are instantly judged as an outsider or
outcast. God does not want us to write these kids off, just
because they are Ôdiff e r e n t . ÕThe old model was: change your
behavior and then you are welcome in our church. The new
attitude is to welcome these kids in, accept them for who they
are and love them, and then the behavior will change.Ó

Third Place, as a concept for facilities, is first a change
in attitude to accept those who are not necessarily part of the
Christian mainstream. To get out of our comfort zone and to
allow our own youth to have interaction with those who are
not followers of Jesus is an effort to draw them into the
Christian adventure.

Pastor Paul Slagle of Charity Tabernacle in Indianapolis
refers to their new Youth Center as a Òstrategic lure.Ó He
shared the story of about two fishermen at the same lake.
One sits on the bank, not knowing the lake or the kind of
fish he is trying to catch, throwing out the same fake lure,
catching nothing. The other is a skilled fisherman who
knows exactly what kind of fish he is wanting to catch,
knows exactly where to go on the lake to find them, and
uses live bait, catching more fish than the other fisherman
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The youth of today are entertainment driven.

Create places that are safe, friendly and exciting for
kids, and parents will follow.



Smart Buildings

can imagine. ÒThe church and the ministry
must be relevant to the kids, specific and
t a rgeted,Ó Slagle explains. ÒThe youth of
today are entertainment driven. The facilities
that we build, our Ôstrategic lures,Õm u s t
meet the youth where they are. But we
cannot stop there; the church must have a
Ô n e t Õin place to further minister to these
kids. Systems and procedures must be used
to ensure that no one falls through the cracks
in youth ministry.Ó 

Pastor Paul believes that the Church
must move beyond the Òseparating ourselves
from the worldÓ approach and become 
true Òagents of infl uenceÓ for Jesus. T h e
bui ldings that we bui ld are tools to be 
used by ministry to build our youth. And 
as we create places that are safe, friendly,
and exciting to be for the kids, the parents
will follow.

In Jerry KlobyÕs review of The Great
Good Place, he summarized several positive
functions of Third Places: 
 Third Places provide a place for our

youth to get to know each other.
 Third Places act as a neutral ground for

new relationships to begin and develop.
 Third Places bring youth together with

common and varied interests.
 Third Places provide a safe haven for

youth to gather in a time of crisis.
 Third Places provide a place for our

youth and our adults to mingle and
build relationships.

 Third Places unite the youth to do
amazing things for the Church.

 Third Places provide a fun and exciting
venue to invite their unsaved friends.

Ray Oldenburg Õs concept of ÒThird
PlaceÓ is right on target. We all need a place
to connect. LetÕs not forget that drawing
those who do not know Jesus is our
Commission, and that can be accomplished
in a Third Place venue that fosters relation-
ships. Our youth have the same needs.
When planning for the Ògym additionÓto your
ministry center, think outside the box and
design a Third Place facility that will draw the
youth of our society to a closer relationship
with our amazing, loving, fun and relevant
Lord Jesus. !
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Kurt Williams is a design/build veteran at T&W Corporation with more
than 20 years in the industry, 15 of those years guiding more than 60 churches
through the various stages of discovering, designing and constructing their new
facilities. T&W Corporation is a design/build firm dedicated to serving the
c h u rches of Central Indiana and is an active contributing member of the
NACDB. Williams can be reached at kwilliams@twcorp.net.
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Mitsubishi Digital Electronics America
Mitsubishi Digital Electronics AmericaÕs Presentation Products

Division, maker of award-winning, high-quality presentation and
display products, has introduced i ts XD205 and SD205, two 
projectors that lead the market in the combination of brightness 
and portabili ty. Mi tsubishiÕs new laptop-sized projectors, which
o ffer 2000 ANSI lumens in a 5.3-pound form factor, are bright
enough for most offices and classrooms and light enough to easily
carry from place to place.  

These two new business and education market projectors 
use Texas Instruments Digital Light Processing technology for
outstanding image quality, and are the newest low cost, high value
projectors from the company known for its color reproduction 
excellence and low cost of ownership. At just 32 decibels, each
projector is also extremely quiet so educators and presenters can
keep their audiencesÕattention with less noise and distraction.  

M i t s u b i s h i Õs new XD205U offers XGA (1024 x 786 pixels)
resolution and the SD205U provides SVGA (800 x 600 pixels) 
resolution. Each has a high contrast ratio of 2000:1 for exceptional
color depth and clarity.

MitsubishiÕs new XD205U and SD205U are currently available
from its professional dealer network and through selected online
retailers and retail outlets  Both projectors come with MitsubishiÕs
three-year or 10,000-hour limited warranty on the DLP¨ chip and 
a 90-day or 300-hour limited warranty on the lamp. The XD205U
carries MitsubishiÕs three-year limited warranty on parts and labor
and i ts exclusive two-year Express Replacement A s s i s t a n c e
program. The SD205 carries a limited warranty of parts and labor 
for two years, and the Express Replacement Assistance program for
two years.   

For more information, please cal l  888.307.0312 or visi t
www.mitsubishi-presentations.com/projectors.asp

Sony
Sony is introducing five new front projector

models designed for an array of permanent and
mobile presentation applications in the corporate
meetings, rental, education and healthcare markets.
These models include the VPL-CX20A and the
VPL-CS20A, as well as the VPL-CX76, VPL-
CX86 and VPL-PX41.

The VPL-CX20A and VPL-CS20Aare both
highly portable and compact projectors, each
with a brightness of 2000 ANSI lumens. Adding
to their portability are a weight of just 4.2 pounds
and a height of a little more than two inches tall,
placing them among the lightest LCD projectors
currently available and among the brightest in the
sub-5-pound category.

Users can choose between the two versions
based on their requirements: the V P L - C X 2 0 A
o ffers full  XGA resolution with exceptional
picture quality to enhance presentations, and the
VPL-CS20A features SVGA resolution, perfect
for showing video content or presentations.

Both projectors feature advanced intelligent
auto setup with auto-focus functionality, as well
as a short focal length lens that allows full-size
images even in cramped meeting rooms.

The projectors use a 3-LCD panel system to
produce natural and bright images. The image
reproduced is gentle on the eyes without causing
color break-up, also known as the Òrainbow
e ffect.Ó 3-LCD technologyÕs full light processing
all ows for high light eff iciency but also true
expression of  intermediate colors so users 
can enjoy l i fel ike reproduction of  dark and
shadow sections.

The V P L - C X 2 0 A and V P L - C S 2 0 Aare 
both avail able with a new card-type Remote
C o m m a n d e r¨ unit, the RM-PJ3. Other features
include a password-authentication system, control
panel key lock, securi ty lock, and multi -scan
converter capabilit y for accepting a variety of
inputs. The scan converter allows the projectors
to accept a wide variety of input signalsÑ
both computer images and video. Other features
include: selectable lamp wattage, on-screen multi-
language set-up menu, and freeze and digital
zoom functions.

For more information, visit SonyÕs Web site
at www.sony.com. 

Theatrical Lighting Systems Inc. 
Theatrical Lighting Systems Inc. (TLS  Inc.) TLS Inc. is pleased

to have received the Parnelli Award for Regional Lighting Company
of the Year at the 5th annual Parnelli Awards in Orlando, Fla. Named
for Rick ÒParnelliÓ OÕBrien, the awards honor both individuals 
and companies in the entertainment industry who keep it moving
forward with the Òfour HÕsÓ: Humanity, Humility , Honesty, and
Humor. These qualities were the defining traits of Rick OÕBrien, 
a renowned production manager and respected colleague.

The award is voted on by subscribers to Projection, Lights &
Staging News and FRONT of HOUSE magazines. It is therefore an
award of distinction among peers. TLS Inc. wishes to thank those
who voted, and hopes to continue carrying out the qualifying traits
that allowed them to be nominated and chosen.
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You may not notice, but your congregation
surely does. Audio is one of the last things that
should burden a church leaderÕs mind. ItÕs also

one of the most important components of modern worship
services. How can you ensure that everyone, from the choir
up front to the teenagers in the back, is receiving 
His message? Many churches simply canÕt afford to staff a
qualified audio technician, and most arenÕt blessed with a
certified audio engineer in their congregation. In fact, a
large number of worship sound systems are set up by choir
directors, praise leaders or other members of a church with
limited knowledge of audioÕs finer points. 

As an overwhelming number of churches across nearly
all  Christian denominations have incorporated high-tech
methods of sharing GodÕs Word, including computer-
controlled projection systems and visual enhancements,
many are also upgrading their audio systems. Modern
systems off er distinct advantages over aging systems, 
but unless the installer employs proper speaker placement
techniques, these advantages are minimal. 

ÒIf your speakers are not placed in the room correctly,
then thousands of doll ars invested in additi onal sound
equipment will not give you the quality performance that
you should otherwise expect,Ó writes senior Peavey
Clinician Marty McCann in Celestial Sound, a guide to
church audio publi shed by Peavey Electronics Corp. 
The key to accomplishing flawless church audio is in 
understanding the fundamentals of speaker placement.

Why is speaker placement so important?
The answer is real ly very simple: Feedback and

uneven sound distribution. 
Feedback is the shrill warning that your sound system

is in troubleÑt echnically described as interference between
microphones, their loudspeakers or highly reflective surfaces
in a room. Thanks to advanced sound processors such as
the Peavey Feedback Ferret digital feedback eliminator,
this nuisance can be controlled before it even occurs.
Feedback has many causes, though, and while these units
are beneficial when you canÕt easily determine the source
of feedback, we can certainly predict its most common
catalyst: faulty speaker placement.
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Tips on proper speaker system techniques and placement in your
church facility
by Jim Beaugez

Placing Your Speakers 

The first rule, often learned the hard way, is to place
your speakers forward and above your microphones. Since
speakers amplify the sound picked up by the microphone,
any speaker placed within its pickup range will recycle its
sound back into the same microphone, causing frequencies
to squirm all over the place. This will either have your
congregation themselves squirming, or worse, running for
the exit.

Just as bad is Wandering-Minded Churchgoer Syndrome,
a common result of inadequate speaker coverage and bad
placement angles. Simply put, if  they canÕt hear what
youÕre saying, singing or playing, theyÕre not with you. One
of the hardest parts of ministering is getting the person in
the chair, but once you have their presence, you have the
d i fficult mission of maintaining their attention. Luckily,
with simple sound systems, proper speaker placement is
easy to implement. You must first survey the size and the
shape of your sanctuary, and then, assuming you have only
one speaker, angle your speaker to cover the largest portion
of the seating area.

You can accomplish this by either ÒflyingÓ the speaker
from above the front-center of the platform, making sure to
angle it downward at an appropriate angle. Or you can



Sight & Sound

mount it on a speaker stand at the left or right side of 
the pulpit, again angled downward, but also turned inward
diagonally to cover the congregation. If you choose to fly
the speaker, be sure to have a certified mechanical engineer
install i t. Improperly installed speakers may fall due to
faulty rigging or structural problems in the building.

What makes a reverberant room, and what does it
mean to my sanctuary?

Room shape and surface texture are the biggest factors
in determining the reverberant qualities of a room. Many
modern sanctuaries are fan shaped, which are better 
engineered for sound reinforcement, but many older
churches are rectangular with two long, parallel walls along
the seating area. Because the sound can reach these close
walls more quickly and with more volume than it can in 
fan-shaped rooms, the sound emanating from the speakers
bounces around more, causing reverberation. 

Hard-surfaced walls, ceilin gs and floors, also more
common in older churches, are other reverberant surfaces.
Sound bounces around freely in rooms with hardwood
floors or wooden ceilings, which is fine for the unamplified
human voice; in fact, thatÕs precisely what they were
designed to do. Most of these sanctuaries were built long
before the age of sound reinforcementÑmany even before
electricity came into useÑand were designed to project
sound from the platform to the back row of seats. These
rooms usually work fine with small sound systems, and
thatÕs usually all they require. 

Many churches using a full praise band with drums,
guitar and keyboards use multi-purpose rooms as their main
sanctuaries, though, and therefore do encounter these 
problems. Activ ity rooms are designed more for youth
basketball leagues than for maximizing acoustics, and 
the direct-field sound, or the sound coming directly from 
the speaker, wil l bounce off the surfaces in this type of
room. These reflections make up the reverberant field and
compromise the sound quality by canceling each other. So
that heavenly vocal harmony or intricate guitar melody
could be lost in translation.

Reverberation affects the articulation of sound. Audible
sound may be the same volume in the direct field as in 
the reverberant f ield, but in the latter the sound will be 
cluttered. The point where the direct field and reverberant
field become equal in level is the critical distance position.
Sound systems wil l have the greatest intelligibil ity from 
the critical distance point forward, and the sound quality and
intell igibil ity decreases beyond. With proper speaker 
placement, you can maximize the direct field by pushing the
critical distance as far back as possible.

In some highly reverberant rooms, you may find that
acoustical absorption panels are essential in order for your

congregation to hear the full scope of the worship service.
These dull surfaces can counter the reverberation problem
by absorbing, rather than reflecting, sound, thereby decreasing
the size of the reverberant sound field.

Simple sound systems and the “single 
source” theory

Your first order of business as a fledgling church audio
guru is to ensure that the spoken word is heard clearly and
uniformly from any seat in your church. Using a single
speaker is the best way to guarantee this, especially  in
highly reverberant rooms. Regardless of the size of your
sanctuary, you should use only the necessary numbers of
speakers you need to reinforce sound. Each speaker will
cause its own reverberations, so doing this will  make it
easier to control the direction of the sound.

The speakers youÕll use here have two main 
sound-producing components, the woofer and the horn.
The woofer controls the low frequencies (bass tones),
while the horn produces high frequencies (such as 
human voices). High frequencies travel in a straight line,
making them easier to control. Since these include the
spoken word, they must have a direct line of sight to the
c o n g r e g a t i o n Õs ears.

Speaker placement in simple systems should follow the
Òangle inward, tilt downwardÓ maxim. Although itÕs always
beneficial to have a professional on board when determining
the proper placement, you can pick out the correct 
placement by considering the coverage angle of your horn.
The most common coverage pattern is 90 degrees by 45
degrees, meaning the sound emanates at a 90-degree angle
in the horizontal plane and a 45-degree angle in the vertical
plane. If you choose to fly your speaker above the pulpit,
you should consider the length of your sanctuary when
accessing the proper angle. You want to cover the largest
area possible with the single speaker in order to maximize
the direct field and reduce the reverberant field. 

The most common placement issues in these churches
are one or two areas that arenÕt covered in the direct field of
the single speaker. Knowing most horns cover a 90-degree
area horizontally, letÕs say the left and right sides of the
pulpit. Simply increasing the main speakerÕs volume to
compensate will not work; the people up front and center
will find the sound too loud, while those on the sides or in
the far rear will not be able to hear well enough. Oftentimes
one or two small ÒfillÓ speakers will cover the small areas
not covered by the main speaker, and these are usually
placed on either side of the room, up front. Since this
speaker will have a much lower volume than the main, it is
easy to control who will hear it. In proper usage, people
seated outside the intended coverage area shouldnÕt even
know the fill speaker is on.
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Fill speakers can also be used at the rear of long rooms,
but you can also fly a second main speaker from the middle
of the sanctuary and add a signal delay to compensate for
the time lag between the speakers. A delayed second speaker
will ensure the sound hits the congregation at the same time
as the main speaker. When using multiple speakers, be
careful to avoid cancellation problems, which are caused
when two sound sources produce sound in the same
frequency band at different times.

Arrayed sound systems for larger churches
As the soundwave emitted by a speaker travels, i t 

attenuates (or cuts in level) with distance. Fill speakers and
delayed speakers are an easy, cost-effective way to correct
this. However, larger churches have a few other options
from which to choose, the most common of which are
cluster-array speakers and spaced-array speakers.

Cluster arrays consist of two or more loudspeakers
flown together, each with its own purpose, and are typi-
cally used in wide horizontal-  and fan-shaped rooms or as
part of the sound system in the largest sanctuaries. Using a
cluster in these scenarios allows you to evenly distribute
the sound.

In a typical wide room, the cluster array will have 
three speakers, each pointed in a different direction. The two
side speakers should face diagonally to the left and right,
respectively, and fly upside-down to cover the near field
(area closest to the pulpit). The center speaker will fly in the
same manner as a single-speaker system, right side up and
angled downward in proportion to the length of the room to
cover the far field (area farthest from the pulpit). 

In addition, the two outside speakers wil l be angled 
22 degrees further down than the center speaker, which will
reduce interference and time delays among their signals.
Since low frequencies have longer wavelengths than high
frequencies, they are well covered in the far field; therefore,
the center speaker, which is set up for far-field coverage,
should be operated 6 dB below the outside speakers.

Wider rooms require the opposite approach. Using the
same three-speaker configuration, install  the outside
speakers to cover the far field, with the center speaker
upside-down and with a 22-degree greater downward angle
to provide sound to the near field. This will help avoid an
excess of bass reverberation.

Another option for wide rooms is the spaced array,
which you can visualize as a cluster array broken apart 
and spaced evenly across the front of the sanctuary. Some
horizontal room designs, and especially  octagonal room
designs, arenÕt conducive to the cluster approach because
the pulpit platform covers so much area; the sound coming
from the cluster will fall back on it at some point, resulting
in less gain before feedback. By spacing the speakers

e v e n l y, you ensure proper distribution while minimizing
audio problems.

When speakers in different locations around a room
emit differing amplitudes, phases or frequencies, they can
interfere with each other and cancel entire frequency bands
from human perception. This Òcomb filteringÓ is a common
problem in rooms using multiple or remote speaker systems,
but you can easi ly eliminate comb filt ering by making
minor adjustments to your speaker placement.

If you go with a single cluster array, youÕre already
taking care of the problem because the sound is coming
from only one location. Split clusters, however, must be
angledÑone cluster to the front half of the room, one to the
backÑ to combat comb fil tering. In a left-center- r i g h t
arrangement, or LCR cluster, the center cluster should
broadcast only singing and speaking voices, while the left
and right clusters should emit  only music. Distributed
cluster systems employ multiple clusters with very specific
angling techniques, and are highly effective but costly.

Providing adequate audio while preserving 
subtle aesthetics

DonÕt worry about how your sanctuary will look with
your new, well-placed speaker system: you can always
install a Òsound cloudÓ or speaker scrim over your speakers
to help disguise them. This consists of a piece of cloth or
fine screen color-matched to your wall, ceiling or stage area
that al lows sound to move freely while obscuring the
speakers from view.

You can also incorporate aesthetical consideration into
your initial planning session and solve the problem in the
beginning stages. PeaveyÕs new Sanctuary Series SSE
speakers are designed for optimum sonic performance while
preserving the aesthetics of your sanctuary. Due to their
trapezoidal shape, compact size and flying points on each
side, you can tuck them into alcoves or in remote corners to
hide them from view. Sanctuary Series SSE speakers come
in black, white and unfinished wood for staining or painting
to match the dŽcor of any sanctuary.

Maximizing your churchÕs audio capabil it ies wil l
increase the impact of your worship service. Although 
we should all strive recognize the presence of the Lord
wherever we go, professionally designed speaker systems
allow us to better hear and feel Him, and allow you to
present a truly transcendent worship service. !

Jim Beaugez is the marketing communications coordinator
for Peavey Electronics Corp., and its divisions, including the
new Peavey Sanctuary Series. For more information on proper
speaker placement and other church audio concerns, or to obtain
your copy of Celestial Sound, visit www.sanctuary-series.com.
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Consumers by the millions are paying their mortgages, utility bills,
insurance premiums, even their grocery store bills by electronic
funds transfer (EFT) rather than traditional methods of cash or check.

According to the National Automated Clearing House Association, last year more
than 12 bil lion transactions valued in excess of $25 trill ion were made through
the automated clearing house (ACH), the most popular EFTs y s t e m .

This trend in electronic banking has reached the church. According to the
Barna Research Group, 12 percent of American churches now allow members
to make contributions by EFT. Among large churches, 28 percent have an 
electronic giving program. In addition, several denominations have formed
relationships with EFT processing companies to assist churches in setting up
electronic giving programs. 

How It Works
The system starts with members pre-authorizing the church to have their

tithe or pledge automatically debited from a checking or savings account at a
pre-determined time each month. This can be set up on a weekly, semi-monthly
or monthly basis. 

Once the church receives the authorization for an electronic funds transfer,
it inputs the data into software that creates an ACH fi le. The church then 
transmits the ACH file to an originating financial institution that sorts and
transmits the file to an ACH operator. The ACH operator processes the data and
distributes the funds to the receiving financial institution. The memberÕs bank
account is debited in the same amount at the time of the transaction.

Theological concerns aside, churches should carefully consider the
following issues involved in electronic giving as they explore whether or not to
offer this option to their members. 

Carefully Research & Select An EFT Provider
Banks are not the only institutions providing EFT services, as specialized

E F Tprocessing companies are in the market as well. Two primary considerations
in selecting a service provider are level of trust and cost.

Before signing up for electronic giving with any institution, churches
should satisfy themselves that the program offered is safe and secure. Have the
bank or EFT provider supply detailed information on the security measures in
place to prevent fraud or other unauthorized use. 

Discuss the number of EFT transactions they process in a given day or
week and find out the error rate. Ask about any previous breaches in security.
One important step is to obtain a list of other churches that are utilizing the
same EFT services and follow up by contacting them as references.  

The church also will want to know in advance the fees involved. Fees 
for EFT programs vary widely, so your church should get information in
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writing about any start-up fees, monthly access fees, per
batch or per transaction fees, etc. 

The best services will have minimal or no start-up fees
and low per transaction fees in the range of 25 to 50 cents
each. While many church management software packages
already include ACH capability, the church also will want to
determine if it will need to purchase any additional software
to begin its electronic giving program. 

Once your church has chosen its EFT p r o v i d e r, the
provider typically sends a service agreement for the church to
sign. Read this document carefully. One protection your
church may want to consider is a clause in which the provider
agrees to indemnify the church (hold it harmless) for any
losses stemming from the use of the providerÕs EFT system. 

It is not uncommon for EFT processors to turn this
language around and require the church to indemnify the
provider. While EFT systems are secure and incidents of
breaches to the system rare, no system is entirely impenetrable.
Consider having the churchÕs attorney review the agreement
if there are any questions.

Keep All Authorizations In Writing
Sometimes the level of informality in churches can be a

detriment to its business practices. For example, if Sue is a
longtime member and calls Tom the church bookkeeper in
January to increase her electronic tithe for the year, it may
happen that Tom will process the request without having
Sue take the time to complete a new authorization form,
particularly if she says it is not necessary.

The best practice is to require that all authorizations to
start, stop or change a personÕs electronic giving be put in
writing and signed by that person. This wil l head off any
misunderstandings or disputes with members down the road. 

One suggestion to help facilitate written changes is for
the church, at the start of each fiscal year, to automatically
send out a new authorization form to all of its electronic
givers with a note saying Òif you would like to modify your
tithe to reflect your pledge for the new church year, please
sign and return the enclosed authorization change form.Ó

Make sure to establish clear policies and procedures
about your program, but keep them simple. A c o n c i s e
authorization form along with a one or two page policy

statement should be all that you need. One important item to
include is how your church will handle a memberÕs request
to terminate electronic giving. After speaking with your
EFT processor about terminations, make sure your policy
leaves the church enough time between when the member
requests termination and when it will take effect. 

Inevitably, a member upset with the church will call to
cancel an electronic tithe scheduled to take place the next
day. Without a policy dictating that it may take up to three
business days to cancel an authorization, the dispute with
that member could take a turn for the worse when the debit
takes place as scheduled the next day.

Review Internal Controls & Insurance Coverage
With this new form of financial transaction taking place

at the church, make sure your churchÕs financial policies and
procedures are up to date, especially your internal controls.
While no such case has been reported, one could envision a
scenario where the church financial secretary or treasurerÑ
under the guise of updating the churchÕs bank account
informationÑsupplies the EFT processor with his or her
personal bank account number so that the electronic 
donations are posted to that individualÕs account instead of
the churchÕs account. 

Keep controls in place so that a second person is
reviewing the workings of the electronic giving program.
Also make sure to include the program in your churchÕs
annual audit or financial review. Finally, review your churchÕs
insurance policy to make sure that appropriate employee
dishonesty coverage is in place. 

Electronic giving is a stewardship tool currently 
avai lable to churches through many banks and EFT
providers. Having considered and addressed some of the
cautions mentioned in this article, your church may be ready
to embark on an electronic giving program. 

As with any computer-based program, even with the
best safeguards in place, using an electronic giving program
will require an element of faith. Fortunately, faith is a
specialty of the church. !

As Senior Church Risk Manager at GuideOne Insurance,
Eric Spacek is responsible for the re s e a rch, development, 
recommendation and implementation of GuideOne’s strategic
risk management programs. Before joining GuideOne, Spacek
served as Minister of Operations for a large Methodist church in
Raleigh, N.C. At the 2,200-member church, he was responsible
for church finances, facilities, human re s o u rces and a wide
variety of risk management programs. Contact Spacek by calling
877.448.4331, ext. 5118, or e-mail at espacek@guideone.com.
M o re information also is available on the Center for Risk
Management Web site at www.guideonecenter.com.
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