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Managing Membership Income and Hardships

Dues Do’s and Don’ts

By Lisa Harris Glass, FSA

Program Development Division

United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism
820 Second Avenue • 10th Floor • New York, NY 10017

Rabbi Paul Drazen, Chief Program Development Officer

646-519-9310 • www.uscj.org

1. Every year, each membership unit should complete and sign a Membership Renewal and High Holy Day Ticket order form.  This form should state the congregation’s official dues policy.  Be sure to include language that obligates the member to fulfill that year’s financial obligations.  For example, “I understand that by requesting high holy days tickets I am obligating myself to pay the full amount of my annual dues, capital fund and security fees to [insert congregation name here] ____________.  Tickets are non-transferable and non-refundable.”  A sample form used by Congregation B’nai Torah in Boca Raton, Florida is found as (Appendix A) and is online at:  http://www.bnai-torah.org/clientuploads/Flyers_Forms/BT_Membership_Renewal_Form_08.pdf?PHPSESSID=0937429f18f7772014b5c09bb57eb648
2. Adjusting dues is complex and sensitive. I recommend the use of a financial disclosure statement to help the process.  The attached form (Appendix B) asks members requesting adjustments to review their spending in a many areas.  For instance, someone who belongs to a country club, has two new cars and spends hundreds each month on cable television may think twice about asking for a significant dues adjustment.  This form is unlike others in that the member name does not appear on the form; the form is numbered, the number is assigned by the committee chair when the request is received and it is not shared with the committee. This protects sensitive personal information. The committee making the decisions does not know who made the request.  This system may also help in recruiting people to serve on the committee because the anonymity reduces the risk of an uncomfortable situation with a friend and/or neighbor.  The committee should consider if it wishes to request tax forms to support the application.

3. Once a dues relief agreement has been established, the person requesting the dues relief signs a membership renewal and payment schedule form.  Appendix C is a sample form which uses a credit card for its payment plan..

4. Accepting credit cards can be a useful tool in creating a receivables plan with a congregant.  It enables the congregation to schedule monthly debits to a person’s credit card without having to hound them for a payment.  This sharply decreases the work of the synagogue office staff in chasing down late payers.  Note that this comes with a price; synagogues must pay a processing fee for credit cards.  If you are not satisfied with your congregation’s credit card rate or if you do not accept credit cards, review the options available through your affiliation with the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism.   For information on United Synagogue’s credit card processing program, please email us at creditcardprocessing@uscj.org.
5. The committee should establish a system for moving an account into collections before it becomes necessary. Plans are better made when emotions are not running high as they can be with an immediate issue at hand. I recommend the development of a series of collection letters that move from gentle to more forceful that the synagogue will have in it’s tool kit for scheduled use. APPENDIX D, E and F.  

6. The committee must determine the consequences for a family simha, such as a bar or bat mitzvah, if the family is behind in its payments and has not signed an agreement. For example, will the bar/bat mitzvah still be allowed to take place on Shabbat morning? In the sanctuary?  Will anything change at all?  It is important to consider these and other similar matters.  Remember, anything you do can end up in the media.  Appendix G is a newspaper story from January, 2001 focusing on a congregation that sued a former member for back dues.
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(Reprinted with permission from B’nai Torah Congregation in Boca Raton, Florida)
     Appendix A 

APPENDIX B

FINANCIAL DISCLOSURE STATEMENT FOR ADJUSTED DUES



REQUEST # _________

Name:
Adult Member 1   
Year of birth _____________


Adult Member 2
Year of birth _____________

Dependent Children (if in college or private school, give name of school, annual tuition and room and board, 

and amount of financial aid)

(Age)


School

Tuition; Room & Board
Financial Aid

_______________
_______________________
_____________________
___________


_______________
_______________________
_____________________
___________

_______________
_______________________
_____________________
___________

_______________
_______________________
_____________________
___________


Employment/Income*



Occupation*

Employer*

Years*
Annual Income*

Husband

_________________
_________________
______
_____________

Wife
   
_________________
_________________
______
_____________

*
If unemployed, give previous occupation and length of unemployment.  If retired, so state, and give 
annual pension, Social Security, etc.)

Other Income (Please Specify): _________________________________________________________________

Home: Own or Rent? _______ MONTHLY Payments (mortgage and taxes, or rent): $ _______________

Clubs (health, swim, golf, etc.)
List names and annual dues/fees:

________________________
___________________________
_______________________


Vehicles: Year, make, model ◦ Monthly payment (lease or loan)

Other Household Expenses (Annual)
_______  __________  _________  $ _________________

Cable TV: $ ___________________

_______  __________  _________  $ _________________

Call waiting/called i.. $ ___________

_______  __________  _________  $ _________________

Restaurants: $ _________________

Extraordinary Expenses (i.e.: large, unreimbursed medical expenses):

________________________
___________________________
_______________________

Please state why you need a dues adjustment, and how much you can afford _________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________


We (I) believe we (I) can afford up to $ ________________

Note: All information will be kept confidential.

__________________________






  

Date Submitted

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - -

DETERMINATION: _______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

DATE COMMUNICATED TO CONGREGANT: ____________________________


APPENDIX C
ACCEPTANCE OF ADJUSTED DUES AND FINANCIAL OBLIGATION

(Based upon a form created by B’nai Torah Congregation in Boca Raton, Florida)

I/We agree to pay the synagogue the 2008-09 adjusted obligation amount as follows:

Dues



________
Tuition



________
Capital/Building Fund

________
Security Fee


________
Other



________
I understand that this request must include my authorization (below) to charge my credit card according to the schedule I have chosen.

I/We agree to pay the synagogue the above financial obligations by credit card on the following schedule.  (Please mark an “X” next to the schedule of your choice.  

□
Monthly
(Ten equal payments on the 10th of the month.  July though April)

□
Quarterly
(Four equal payments on the 10th of the month.  July, October, January and April)
□
Semi-annually
(Two equal payments on the 10th of July and January)
I acknowledge that this adjusted obligation rate and payment schedule are offered as a convenience to me and that my payments will be credited to my financial obligations at the discretion of (congregation name)  ___________.  I further understand that by accepting High Holy Day tickets and / or registering my child(ren) in the Religious School for 2008-09, I am obligated to continue my payments for the term of this Agreement as stated above.

I hereby authorize (Congregation name)  ________ to charge my credit card in order to pay my financial obligation to the Congregation for 2008-09 according to the schedule I have specified as follows: dues, capital fund, security fee, religious school tuition and B’nai Mitzvah fees, as applicable. If this request is received after July 1, I authorize my first payment in the amount that will satisfy all payments due at that time according to the schedule I have chosen.  This authorization to charge my credit card will remain in full force until all the aforementioned obligations have been paid in full.  Should I resign my membership after submitting this form or registering my child(ren) in the Religious school, I understand that I am no entitled to any refund, rebate or discount whatsoever.

I agree that in the event that my credit card carrier or bank will not process the charges authorized above, according to the schedule indicated, Congregation _______ may take the following actions.  1) require me to submit my payment by personal or cashier’s check within five (5) business days or 2) charge my credit card for the full payment due on my account.  Including arrears caused by missed payments, as soon as the charge can be processed.  I further agree that if my credit card cannot be charged for three (3) successive billing periods, (Congregation name) __________ may require me to pay my account in full immediately by bank check or money order.  

CREDIT CARD INFORMATION

□ VISA

□ MASTERCARD
CARD # ________________________________ EXPIRATION DATE __________________  
SECURITY CODE (on back) _______________

Your billing address as it appears on your credit card statement.

________________________________________________________________________________________

Name as it appears on your card
Street, City, State, and Zip
________________________________________________________________________________________
IMPORTANT!  I understand that by requesting High Holy Days tickets I am obligated to pay the full amount of my annual Dues, Capital Fund and Security Fees to (Congregation name) __________.  Tickets are non-transferrable and non-refundable. 
Signature (required for all applications) ______________________________________  Date ______________

First Collection letter 







APPENDIX D

Re-printed with permission from Congregation Shaar Hashomayim, Montreal, Quebec

DATE
Dear Member;

Enclosed is your outstanding account with Congregation ________.  We take this opportunity to remind you that our accounts are sent out in July of every year and are due upon receipt.

In order for the Congregation to maintain all of its programming and the services it provides to its members, it is imperative that members pay their accounts on a timely basis.

We would ask that you take the few minutes it requires and forward your payment to the synagogue accounting office.

We would remind you that the Congregation always deals with cases of special circumstances or financial hardship in a discrete and compassionate manner.  You may discuss the question of your outstanding account with our Treasurer, ___________, who will return all telephone messages left for him at the synagogue administration office.

Sincerely yours,

______________

Controller

SECOND COLLECTION LETTER






APPENDIX E

Re-printed with permission from Congregation Shaar Hashomayim, Montreal, Quebec

Date +30 days

Dear Member;

Enclosed is your outstanding account with Congregation ______.  We take this opportunity to remind you that our accounts are sent out in July of every year and are due upon receipt.

In order for the Congregation to maintain all of its programming and the services it provides to its members, it is imperative that members pay their accounts on a timely basis.  This matter has been brought to your attention previously, but to date the matter still remains outstanding.

We would ask that you take the few minutes it requires and forward your payment to the synagogue office.  If you wish, please feel free to contact _____________, our Controller at (###) ###-####  if you prefer to pay your account by a series of post-dated checks
We would remind you that the Congregation always deals with cases of special circumstances or financial hardship in a discrete and compassionate manner.  You may discuss the question of your outstanding account with our Treasurer, __________, who will return all telephone messages left for him at the synagogue administration office.

Sincerely yours,

_________________

Executive Director












APPENDIX F

THIRD COLLECTION LETTER

Re-printed with permission from Congregation Shaar Hashomayim, Montreal, Quebec

Date + 60 days

REGISTERED MAIL

Dear _____ 
Enclosed is your outstanding account with Congregation ______________.  We have reminded you that our accounts are sent out in July of every year and are due upon receipt.  We have also invited you to contact ___________, our Executive Director, ___________, our Controller, or me if you wished to discuss your outstanding account.

Your family is a valued member of our Congregation and it is with great concern that we noticed that all of our requests to you regarding this matter have been ignored.

We would remind you that the Synagogue By-Laws provides for a loss of Congregational Privileges when accounts remain outstanding. This includes the right to own a cemetery plot and to rent seats in the Main Sanctuary.  Your seat reservation of V-11,  in the Main Sanctuary will be withdrawn without any further notice or delay, if you have not settled your account in full by __________.

The Congregation always deals with cases of special circumstances or financial hardship in a discrete and compassionate manner.  However, this can only be done if you contact us.  You may discuss the question of your outstanding account directly with me.  I will return all telephone messages left for me at the synagogue administration office extension 100.

We would ask that you contact us immediately to resolve this matter.

Sincerely yours,

Treasurer
APPENDIX G
Friday, January 5, 2001

Don't pay your temple dues and get sued, at least in N.J.

MARK GOLDWERT 
New Jersey Jewish News
On line: http://www.jewishsf.com/content/2-0-/module/displaystory/story_id/15252/format/html/edition_id/296/displaystory.html

NEW JERSERY -- A superior court case in Morris County that pitted a Rockaway couple against their synagogue has left those involved angry and holding opposing ideas of what the nature of the relationship between a temple and its congregants should be.

The congregant was sued by a congregation for unpaid membership dues totaling $1,500. The member and congregation settled -- the agreement has the congregant paying his former synagogue $33 a month for one year, a total of nearly $400. The congregation brought the lawsuit after the congregant and his wife believed they had severed their relationship with the temple.

The congregant said he agreed to settle with the synagogue because they agreed to leave his wife out of the suit, which originally named her as well.

He also said he is "extremely upset" at the way the congregation's people handled the situation. Although the congregant holds no ill will toward his former congregation's legal counsel -- he said  the attorney was "a gentleman through the whole matter" the rabbi and temple administrators are another story.

"It's very bad what they did, but what they're doing to other people is worse," the congregant said, referring to two other sets of defendants currently named in the suits with the congregation to collect back membership dues. "It's pathetic the way they treated them...The other parties are not like me. They want to go to temple. One couple has young children."

The temple's president disagrees, and believes it's the congregation's only recourse.

"We generate a budget every year," said the president. Based on that figure, the synagogue's leaders determine what the dues are. "When people fall behind, our financial secretary sends a letter," he explained, adding that additional letters are sent at regular intervals over as many as five years.

Only then, he said, is such a matter turned over to the temple's attorneys. He added that the temple often makes arrangements with those who cannot afford to pay full dues and that the congregation maintains a hardship committee whose members assess such situations. Only "after all the letters are ignored," said the president, "then the lawsuits start."

The rabbi at the congregation with whom the family was familiar happened to live next door to them. The congregant had apprised the former rabbi that he had spiritual and financial hardships; the congregant was under the impression, at that time, that he had made a definitive, if unofficial, break with the synagogue. "He was sympathetic, but I don't know if he had any say in the business end," said the member. That was in 1996.

The former rabbi moved last summer and could not be reached for comment.

Once the dispute came to light and the congregant tried to explain his financial situation to the synagogue, he said, the synagogue was less than understanding. "They never said, 'Just pay what you can,' or anything like that." The congregant believes the temple needs to be restructured when it comes to the way they do business with their congregants. "The temple should be held to an incredibly higher moral standard " than other businesses.

The president said that the congregant made no attempt to contact the synagogue regarding the matter of his late dues.

The congregant said he now questions the moral standards of the synagogue’s administrators and rabbi, who spoke only through their attorneys to the congregant and his wife. "This rabbi, not to have reached out to me, for him not to do that is unconscionable."

The settlement the congregant reached with the synagogue has both embittered him and prompted him to start making some future plans. "My plan is to help people that want to belong to a synagogue and have perhaps financial or spiritual problems." The congregant did not go into further detail but rejected the notion that he will seek retribution of some kind against .

The current rabbi, who was on vacation, and the president could not be reached for comment. The president said members of the congregation have been supportive but are upset about the publicity. A New Jersey daily paper, published two stories chronicling the synagogue vs. the congregants. "This is an unfortunate situation. I don't know why the paper thought it was so important.”
"This kind of thing is a last resort. Before we take action, three or four letters or more are sent," the president said, stressing that similar situations have lasted for as many as five years. "Some people thought I shouldn't have settled at all. I wish we could have made some kind of arrangement."

2
Managing Membership Income and Hardships: Dues Do’s and Don’ts
Lisa Harris Glass, F.S.A.

United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism •Program Development Department


