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$50m

stairway
to heaven

Thanks to its tax-free
status, the Hillsong

Church is raking it in,

Adam Shand writes,

M Brian Houwston's 196 pros.
penty posped You Nead More
Money, the Hillsong o ex-
haoris hin fodlowers *Dan®y gve
samie ele the power over vour
ﬁ“_il‘;’;“]g: 1t J
@ Sheyvear-old, Mew Zealamd-bom
Houston practses what he preaches
He's Australia®s nchest cleric, presad-
ing over a 550 million global empine
that is “invissbie™ 1o the taxman and
beyond the scrutiny of corporate negus-
Ialnp and even its own congregation.
Under Hillsong™s constitubon. Hou:
sion has almast todal control. As senaoe
or and chairman, he and the board
ve the diseretion o lquidate Hill-
songt’s asscts and lepally move the
maoney bo a similar ety in Austraba or
offshore without paving a cent of tax
It a family affur Houston's wile
Hobbie s alko a Hillsong pastor.

The churth sams more than 59
millbon in tax-free rovalties esch year.

Another son, Ben, and his wie
Lugille, are pastors at Hillsang's north-

growing church through their mberest
in nol-for-peofit entities, whach aritics
are saying offends the spirit. if not the
letter, of tax Liws
These enbibes rewand the Houstons
for buildiag the global brand weth a very
enerous expense count.
%rian Houston told The Sunday
Telegraph his salary was “just over
! $300,000”. “My salary has been con
el

ship
s much a5 51 million a of expenies
lnﬁmm-ﬁr
Fﬂmmmm
took an Eurgpean
tour accompanymg his son a0 Hillsong
United church and arena ser-
vices im Morthern  Lreland,
Germany. France and Partugal

-

gations were concluded within one or
two days. Last year, the ATO reviewed
200 not-for-profit organisations, revok-
ing the tax-free status of 16. A further 13
had to undertake ““corrective action™
o maintain their concessional status.

Hillsong finance director Peter Rid-
ley says of the tax probe: “No settle-
ment was required or reached. LM was
re-endorsed as a tax-exempt religious
institution by the ATO.™

rom a congregation of 45 in
1983, Hillsong today boasts a
membership of more than

20,000 across four Sydney

“*campuses’” and another in Brisbane.

For many worshippers, Hillsong has
been a godsend, connecting them with a
vibrant religious community involved in
social-justice issues

But cntics argue that Hillsong is
based on what some say is an un-
Biblical premise: that the faithful must
“tithe* at least 10 per cent of their
income to the church

Bleasad i of Brian Pastor
Houston in full fight
during cne of his sermons.

& Hillsong and other churches like it
are beyond the reach of the tax man

and public scrut

e their status is

accountability and tran

That is crucial to Hillsong®s success.
In 2008, despite the global financial
crisis, the congregation tipped in $172
million in ““tithes™ — much of it in
cash, former insiders say

Each member is expected to tip in at
least 10 per cent of their income or face
questions about their piety, they say.

Hillsong's 2008 accounts: (the latest
available) reveal the church earned
another $32 million in revenue on top of
the tithes, including $102 million from
“training and resource’ and 346
million in conference fees

There's no mention in its accounts of
how at least $2 million in grants from
federal and state governments over the
past decade was spent.

In 2004, the N5W Government with-
drew a $414,000 grant to the Riversione
Aboriginal community, in western Syd-
ney, alter it was revealed the money had
been diverted for Hillsong stafl salaries,
includimg $103,584 1o a former execulive

Nor does this include revenue from
Hillsang's operations in South Africa,
Britain, Sweden and Ukraine

In 2009, Hillsong swallowed up
Brishane’'s Garden City Chnstian
Church, and in March this year it
announced plans 10 establish a
US branch in New York.

Critics say Hillsong has exploited its
tax-free stalus to create a corporation
answerable only to Brian Houston
Independent senator Nick Xenophon is

lobbying the Federal Government lo
create a charities commission to moni-
tor churches like Hillsong.

“Hillsong and churches like it are
beyond the reach of the taxman and
public scrutiny. Once their status s
rubber-stamped by the ATO, there is no
accountability and  transparency,”
Xenophon says.

Hillsong is not required to lodge a tax
returm, nor explain how il earns |is
revenue. Each year, the church spends
nearly all it earns. In 2008, it spent $20.7
million on *““church services’* and $4.6
million in “*missions and overseas aid"".

That"s all the detail available.

“Chantable donations are whatever
Hillsong says they are," rival Assemblies
of God pastor Phillip Powell says

illsong runs its own bhible

school, Hillsong Internat-

ional Leadership College

which has 900 students,
and hosts at least four Christian confer-
ences each year, including the Hillsong
Conference that this year drew 25,000
people to Sydney’s Acer Arena.

It's the biggest event on the Hillsong
calendar, a recruiting spectacular for
new tithers. Then there dre the sales of
Houston®s 12 books and speaking gigs

— Senator Nick Xenophon

that take him and his wife around the
world Hillsong Television, starring the
Haoustans, is shown in 160 countries,
Houston has long maintained that
any member 15 able to view the church’s
financial records, but a Hillsong mem-
ber told The Sunday Telegraph that his
request had been rejected
*“1 was told there were no more
copies left — no bard copies, nothing in
digital form either | was told to come
back in a few months ™
Another former Hillsong  insider,
Steve West, quit the church in 2
after fling to gain access to the books
He says Hillsong®s financial account-
abulity is questinnable
I ts upheld by willing people and
those who are conditioned not to
fuestion, because enticism is ungodly,”
says West, who was a member of the
Hillsong congregation for five years.
After months of trying, West got an
appmintment  with  Hillsong  gen
manager George Aghajanian.
“Ileft the meeting without seeing &
single figure,™ he claims *They rel
to show me anything.*
Nick Xenophon believes this secrecy
t5 excessive and unwarranted. He 54
“Every Australian taxpayer is

wing these organisations and the lifesty-
Ies of their leaders

“We have a right to have access to
therr books and finances.™

Steve West also  questions  the
strenpth of Hillsong's congregation,
sying it loses hall its membership every
five years
- Compared with any other denomi-
pation, this 5 an atrocous retention
amte,” he says. ““I1"s covered up because
Hillsong has a significant nflow of
Chrisians, mostly  denomination-
switchirs and a much smaller rate of
wonverts from wider society "

Behind this veil of secrecy, Hillsong
8¢5 nol-for-profit companies and incor-
perated associations to run a money-
imaking machine the envy of any secular
gles anidl marketing company.

The source of the Houston family’s
Minancial freedom is another entity, the
NSW-mcorporated association Leader-
$hip Ministries Inc

| Through LM1, a not-for-profit entity,
{Brian and Bobbie Houston enjoy a
{lifestyle more akin ta that of corporate
{dhiel executives than l
[termational (ravel ar
millon-dollar waterfront ~ properties,
{fee of fringe-benefits tax.

They enjoy
the use of
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Son ol a preacher man: Ben Houston

Shared causé Babdse

LMI™s latest report says ils purpose 1s
to provide direction and leadership to
AOG churches i Australia and **facili-
tate the teaching mumistry of Bran and
Bobbie Houston™

LM has shared up to $1 million with
the Howstons and their associates tax-
free every vear for the past decade
because of a legal loophole that Assem-
hlies of God pastors such as the Hill-
song boss have skilfully exploited.

A 400-year-old English law called
the Statute of Elizabeth haolds that
religion is a charitable pursuit by
definition. Under this archaic law, even
the Atheist Foundation is tax-exempt.

In 1986, the Hawke povernment
introduced fringe-benefits tax and re-
inforced the primacy of religion over
other forms of charity in the tax system.

Under = fringe-benefits  legislation,
nol-for-profit institutions such as hospi-
tals are allowed to pay employees
expenses such as morigage payments Lo
a maximum of $9095 per person a year
before incurming fringe-benefits tax

A non-religious chanity can pay up to
516,050 per emp:l;}:ee before fringe-
benefits tax is payable

But if your arganisation can persuade
the ATO of an adherence to a religious

beliel  system, everything changes.
There is no cap applying to ministers of
religion in the course of their duties,
and they can be paid 100 per cent of
their salaries as fringe benefits

Matthew Honan, chief qrhmgnr of
salary-packaging company The Remu-
nerator, says this was meant to_help
smmall, ing churches retain lowly
paid staff who would otherwise be lost
to private industry,

“]t*s about making a low salary go
further, so churches can carmy out their
good works. It certainly wasn't meant
to apply to institutions with multi-
million-dallar tumovers,” Honan says

Ridley says **We do not pi%y Bran
Houston or any ministérial staff 100 per
cent, or anywhere close to that amount,
in fringe benefits

"gor Brian does not dnve an LMI
vehicle. Motor vehicles listed by LMI
are driven by various LMI employees."

A pastor from another AOG church
says mast AOG churches take advan-
tage of the tax loophole

1Byt it’s becoming a matter of con-
science for many ﬂl'-.i;s Why shnuls we
not be paying tax on lame incomes:

"m]e‘ayﬂiglc says ‘Render unto
Caesar what is Caesar’s’. These fringe

benefits amangements are ethically

wrong and should be examined It|
wasn't meant to enable pastors like |
Hauston to jet around the world ™

Federal Treasury Secretary Ken
Henry recommended the phasing-out
of these benefits to churches in favour
of direct government grants. This would
have been a catastrophe for LMI
and Hillsong

To the relief of many AOG pastors,
former prime mimster Kevin Rudd
ignored Henry's recommendation.

**Church imvolvemnent is still the best
way to maxinuse your gifts, & fulfill
your dreams™ Brian Houston tweeted

r L
Snley owever, the ascension of
avowed atheist Julia Gill-
ard to The Lodge may
mean this golden era will
tually come to an end. .

ml.';hﬂr insiders say Treasurer Wayne

Hgﬂp[ﬂ.ﬂ'ﬂﬂ}ﬁfﬁﬂﬂm
There is no oversight by the Austral-

{an Securities and Investments Comm-
i, nof Sven lhe tax affics undss
ofmal afamitEnos. LM bdees an
ell-assesned returms with ke NSW
Hhew of Far Tradmg:

However, LMI's aceounts are not
wolemsionally  sudited for  aocuracy
o ligall complusnee

LM s ran by “*a comamattes" but i1"s
Wi required o disclese who the
niallee members are.

Ridbev supred off on the 2008 a0-
wunils as LADs *“puble officer®™. He
lefied ths conflidd of mberest b
walirmied that he stall held bokh roles

Bran Howston's peronal secretary
il Hillsong, Megan hvory, was abo a
lemmm‘ﬂzﬁ

Fos Ve S EOnrparation
in A, 1M1 Lt.hdhb#w
accounts, breaching fs reporting obi-
palsors bo Fair Trading NSW. Presed
by a from The Sunday Tele-
graph, L3I reporied a net sarplhos of past
521655 far the year to December, 2002,
(LMY ol ot &

S M I
But this maserly surplis dosn’t el
the full story. Linder their tax-exempt
slafs a3 ministers of relgpon. the

Heustons are entithed 1o recoup all thesr

Muishsal tour H

liveng costs frem LML inclodeng hows-
Ing moflgifes. overseas travel. motor
vehsches and credit cands. And LM &
enlithad 1o revover all the poods amd

It%s a wan for evervone excepi the
tacrman and ordinary apayvers

The st of relspons exemptions i
Australss s mare than 531 ballion a year,
exchading the enpiryed b
entifies soch a8 LMW1 but they are not
oumpedled to report these fpunes

In s own repor, LM reveals =“The
rnmmu-_rna.ﬁl:llntﬂdu.rdﬂmﬂu

And that's mot cheap, goen Brian  “Hillsoag's soooss B
Houston's reported travel penchant. criticism, and it has developed cortair
Over the past eight months, he has tralts to cope wikh it 1 e
visited the US, South America, New irafts tn b

Zealand, France, England, Germany e
and Portugal aspect of the he

" In 2004 [N “ministrc ogperating

P owere almest §9H 000,
the asoaabon wnio 2 los
ﬁﬁgm

LMI s not compelled to neveal the
names of A emploves, nor ther
eamings. LM1" 2008 sceoumts refier to
five emplovess. Each emploves would
have to be a mmister fo
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