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May 17, 2013 
 
 
The President 
The White House 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 
Washington, DC 20500 
 
Re: Correcting Misrepresentations Regarding IRS Review of the Tax Exempt 
Status of Religious Charities 
 
 
Dear Mr. President, 
 
 In a letter sent to your office on May 14, 2013, Franklin Graham 

asserted that the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) is improperly targeting 

religious charities, including the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, for 

investigation. This is a gross misrepresentation, as religious charities are 

targeted not for unwarranted investigation, but for privileged treatment. Tax-

exempt religious organizations that brazenly and publicly violate the law are 

functionally insulated from IRS review by exemptions and special protections 

in our tax code. As we support the IRS’ efforts to uphold the charitable 

purpose of tax exemption benefits, we hope you will support tax reform that 

ensures fair and equal treatment of all nonprofit charities.     

 The letter’s accusation that “profiling by the IRS…extended to religious 

charities” is intentionally misleading. In fact, churches and their integrated 

auxiliary charities are practically immune from government review through a 

combination of IRS application and reporting exemptions and federal law that 

blocks auditing of churches. Far from being targeted, churches, mission 

organizations and faith-based social agencies are shielded from review, a 

dangerous situation for the government and the public. While their churches 

receive the benefits of tax exemption unquestioned, the American taxpayers 

who donate to these organizations have no way of knowing where or how 

their charitable contributions are being spent.  

Religious charities are not required to register as 501(c)(3) 

organizations. However, if they choose to take advantage of tax exemption 

benefits they must comply with the limitations set in place to preserve the 

charitable purpose of the exemption. All 501(c)(3) nonprofits must absolutely 

refrain from participating in political campaigns and may only fund a very 

small amount of lobbying activity, such as encouraging the public to enact or 



 
 
 
reject a constitutional amendment. In his own words Franklin Graham admitted the Billy Graham 

Evangelistic Association ran country wide newspaper ads urging voters to elect biblical values 

supporting candidates and full-page ads supporting the Marriage Amendment in North Carolina.  

Just a few sentences later, he audaciously asserts that a IRS review of his Association was not 

“justifiable.” While we have not been informed of the exact reason that triggered the IRS’ review, 

these ads are very public and expensive political activities. They are precisely the type of actions 

that should raise red flags and justify the initiation of a review of a nonprofit’s compliance with tax 

exemption rules.   

 Religious charities have been flaunting their flagrant disregard for these laws for years. 

Over 1600 pastors participated in last year’s Pulpit Freedom Sunday, where pastors not only violate 

the law by lobbying and endorsing candidates, but film their illegal actions and mail them to the 

IRS. They not only dared the IRS to revoke their tax exemption, they voluntarily provided all the 

justification necessary to support the initiation of a review. Their intent to trigger an IRS 

investigation is clear, yet they also claim they are the victims of unfair targeting of religious groups. 

On the contrary, here it is the religious group targeting the IRS, which is forced to endure this slap 

in the face because special privileges for religious charities prevent it from doing a merited 

investigation and revocation of tax-exempt status.  

Religious charities are targeted not for unwarranted investigation, but for privileged 

treatment. This targeting is unfair to all the other charities that spend time and money complying 

with regulations while religious nonprofits receive tax exemption benefits without being held to the 

same standards. It is unfair to the 501(c)(3) organizations who do not lobby for their causes 

because they do not want to put their tax exempt status in jeopardy, while religious charities 

receive functional immunity from losing their status. It is unfair to the Americans who donate to 

religious charities and deserve to know that their contribution is helping those in need. We 

encourage you to live up to your words that “The IRS must apply the law in a fair and impartial 

way” and support tax reforms that remove religious privileging from the tax code. 

 

 

Respectfully, 

 

 

 

 

Kelly Damerow 

 

 

 

 

 

 

cc: Danny Werfel, Acting Commissioner of the Internal Revenue Service 


