
Churches are not exempt from registering with CalSavers 

In 2016, the State of California added a new law that created the CalSavers retirement plan for employees 
whose employers do not offer a qualified retirement savings plan. Officially launched on July 1, 2019, all 
employers with five or more employees must register with the CalSavers program. 

Employers with 100 or more employees were required to register by June 30, 2020. Employers with 50-99 
employees are required to register for the program by June 30, 2021. All other employers with five or more 
employees must register between now and June 30, 2022. Churches or other nonprofit employers are not 
exempt from registering. There is a severe, per employee, monetary penalty for failure to register. Employees, 
however, may voluntarily opt-out of saving for their retirement. 

There is good news for California Southern Baptist churches, thanks to GuideStone Financial Resources of the 
Southern Baptist Convention and its Church Retirement Plan. 

SBC-affiliated churches are eligible for exemption from participation – but not registration – in the CalSavers 
plan because all paid church personnel are eligible to participate in the GuideStone Church Retirement Plan, a 
tax qualified 403(b)(9) tax-deferred savings program. Employee contributions to the Church Retirement Plan are 
made through voluntary payroll deductions, church contributions (matching or not), or a combination of the 
two. 

To participate, an employee must fill out a Salary Reduction Agreement that specifies the amount of 
contribution the employee is making from his or her regular pay–either a flat dollar amount per pay period or a 
fixed percentage of pay, which would also apply to any overtime or bonuses received–or an amount that the 
church is contributing. The church must establish an employer account with GuideStone, and all contributions 
will be made by automatic direct debit from the church’s bank account monthly in order to prevent regulatory 
penalties. 

The GuideStone Church Retirement Plan offers the potential for tax-sheltered growth of a participant’s savings. 
In 2021, the maximum contribution for persons under age 50 is $19,500. Employer matching contributions can 
increase the total amount up to $57,000. Participants who reach age 50 in 2021 (or earlier) can contribute an 
additional $6,500 as a catch-up contribution. There is also a special additional contribution provision for certain 
employees with 15 or more years of service with the same employer.  

Southern Baptist church employees have the choice to contribute to the GuideStone Plan with pre-tax income or 
through after-tax contributions into a Roth account. A comparison of the two types of contribution accounts is 
shown below: 

Traditional 403(b)(9) Account Roth 403(b) Account  
Contributions made pre-tax (lowers taxable income) Contributions made after-tax (no current tax benefit) 
Contributions and gains grow tax-deferred Contributions and gains grow tax-deferred 
Employee contributions and gains 100% vested  Employee contributions and gains 100% vested 
(church contributions may be subject to vesting)  (church contributions may be subject to vesting) 
All withdrawals taxable as income when taken No income tax on withdrawals after age 59½ 
Loans available up to 50% of account balance  Loans available up to 50% of account balance 
Required Minimum Distributions after age 72 No Required Minimum Distributions at any age 



10% early withdrawal penalty before age 59½  10% penalty on withdrawal of gains before age 59½  
(except for specified purposes)    (except for specified purposes; account must be open at 

least five years before contributions may be withdrawn 
tax free) 

 
Federal law requires traditional retirement plan participants to now begin taking Required Minimum 
Distributions (RMDs) no later than April 1 following the year in which the participant turns age 72 (unless a 
participant was required to begin taking RMDs at age 70½). However, church employees and pastors who 
continue to work past age 72 may continue to contribute a portion of income to their retirement account and 
defer any RMDs until they stop working. Retirement plan assets also may be converted into guaranteed lifetime 
income, thereby eliminating RMDs. There are no RMDs required from Roth 403(b) accounts.  
 
For Southern Baptist pastors, there are additional benefits for funding a GuideStone traditional 403(b)(9) 
account. The first is the ability to receive withdrawals from the Church Retirement Plan in full or in part as 
housing allowance, which is not subject to income tax. Additionally, senior pastors of CSBC cooperating churches 
who contribute a minimum of $600 per year to their retirement account automatically are eligible for the 
GuideStone Protection Benefit–a combination of death benefit up to $100,000 and disability income benefit up 
to $50,000. Cooperating churches are those which contribute at least $600 per year through Cooperative 
Program giving to CSBC; however, only about 35% of the nearly 2,400 CSBC churches currently qualify as 
cooperating churches. 
 
Pastors and other ministers not defined as employees under state law may be excluded from the count of paid 
employees. At the time of registration, SBC churches may request exemption from the program based on their 
ability to offer the GuideStone Church Retirement Plan to their employees.  
 
Visit www.guidestone.org for more information on the Church Retirement Plan, the Protection Benefit for senior 
pastors, or to download Employer Account forms, Salary Reduction Agreement forms, and educational materials 
for interested employees. 
 
For information on mandatory registration with CalSavers and how to obtain exemption from participation, or 
information on becoming a cooperating CSBC congregation, contact the CSBC HR & Church Compliance Ministry 
by calling 559-256-0858 or emailing hrcc@csbc.com. 
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