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No tax, no blessing: German
church insists on payments

By Juergen Baetz
Associated Press

BERLIN — The road to
heaven is paved with more
than good intentions for Ger-
many’s 24 million Catholics. If
they deun’t pay their religious
taxes, they will be denied sac-
raments, including weddings,
baptisms and funerals.

A decree issued last week
by the country’s bishops cast
a spotlight on the longstand-
ing practice in Germany and
a handful of other European
countries in which govern-
ments tax registered believ-
ers and then hand over the
money to the religious institu-

-tions.

In Germany, the surcharge
for Catholics, Protestants and
Jews is a surcharge of up to 9
percent on their income tax
biils — or about $72 a month
for a single person earning a
pre-tax monthly salary of
about $4,500.

For religious institutions,
struggling to maintain their
congregations in a secular
society where the Protestant

‘Reformation began 500 years

ago, the fax revenues are
vital.

~ The Catholic Church in Ger-
‘many receives about $6.5 bil-

lion annually from the sur-
charge. For Protestants, the
total is just above $5.2 billion,
Donations, in turn, represent

‘a far smaller share of the

churches’ income than in the
United States.
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“l haven't quit because |

still think that | might want ;
to get married in a church
one day, even though |
know that's absurd. But
when | see my tax
declaration, then | think
every year that | should
finally quit.”

Anng Ainsley, 31, o banker and a
Protestant from Frankfurt

Protestants, 'who number
'about 24 million nationwide,
lost 145,000 reg'istered mem-
bers in Germany in 2610, the
‘most recent year from which
- figures are available.

But the figures include some

i people who still want to bap-

tize their children, take com-
munion on major religious

:holidays, marry in a religious

ceremony and receive Chris-

1 tian burials.
. The group We are Church,
-which claims to represent

L

With rising prices and eco-
nomic uncertainty, however,
more and more Catholics and
Protestants are opting to save
their money and declare to
tax authorities they are no
longer church members, even

if they still consider them-

selves believers.

“I quit the church already in
2007, said Ma‘nf;:gd Gonschor,
a Munich-based IT consultant.
“Tt was when I got a bonus
payment and realized that I
could have paid myself a nice
holiday alone on the amount
of church tax that I was pay-
ing onit.”

Gonschor added he was also
“really fed up with the institu-
tion and its failures.”

Such defections have hit the
Catholic Church especially
hard — it lost about 181,000
tax-paying members in 2010
and 126,000 a year later,

according to official figures.

tens of thousands of grass-
roots Catholics, said many
Germans stop paying the
tax hecause they disagree
with the church’s policies
or simply want to save
money — not because they
have lost thefr faith.

“I haven't quit because I :
gtill think that I might want |
to get married in a church
one day, even though |
know that's absurd,” said
Anna Ainsley, a 31-year-old

banker and a Protestant .

from Frankfurt. “Buf when |
I see my tax declaration,
then I think every year that :
I should finally quit.” :

Those are the people that :
Germany’s Catholic bish-
ops had in mind when they
decreed Sept. 20 that stop-
ping the payment of reli-
gious taxes was “a serious |
lapse” and those who did so
would then be excluded

. from a range of church

activities.

“This decree makes clear
that one cannot partly leave
the Church,” the bishops '
said in a statement. “It is °
not possibie to separate the
spiritual community of the
Church from the institu-
tional Chureh.”

Wavering Catholics will
be sent letters reminding
them of the consequences
of avoiding the church tax,

.including losing access to

all sacraments. .

“Maybe you haven’t con-
gidered the consequences
of your decision and would
like to reverse this step,” a
draft of the letter states. ‘

Protestants have taken a
less stern position, saying -
non-taxpayers are still wel- °
come to attend services and |
take -communicn. But
becoming a godparent, get- :
ting married in a church or
taking a job in church-affili-
ated institutions such as °
hospitals or kindergartens
are off-limits fo those who
stop paying their taxes.




