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If I make a contribution in early January 
2027, can I claim it on my 2026 taxes?

No, charitable contributions must be claimed in the 
year in which they are delivered.

Example: Mary writes a check to her church 
on December 31, 2026, and deposits it in the 
church offering on Sunday, January 3, 2027. 
Her check is not deductible on her 2026 
taxes. She can claim it on her 2027 tax return 
(assuming she otherwise qualifies).

If I mail my contribution in December 
2026, but it doesn’t reach my church until 

January 2027, for which year should I claim it?
On your 2026 tax return. A check that is mailed to a 
charity is deductible in the year the check is mailed 
(and postmarked), even if it is received in the next year.

Example: Mary mails a check to her church 
in December 2026 that is postmarked in 
2026. Her church doesn’t receive the check 
until January 2027. The check is deductible 
on Mary’s 2026 tax return (assuming she 
otherwise qualifies).
Caution: Due to changes in certain 
transportation operations within the U.S. Postal 
Service (USPS), it should not be assumed that a 
piece of mail will be postmarked on the same 
day it is deposited with a local retail location. 
The change may result in a contribution 
“dropped” in the mail on December 31, but it 
may not be postmarked until January. Donors 
are encouraged to mail checks earlier, request 
a manual postmark at the local office, use 
certified mail (receipt requested), or possibly 
even use alternatives to USPS. 

I gave $150 to my church when I registered 
for a spring retreat. Can I deduct that?

No, assuming you received benefits (e.g., lodging, 
meals, instructional materials, attending sessions) 
worth $150 or more. Charitable contributions 
generally are deductible only to the extent they 
exceed the value of any premium or benefit received 
by the donor in return for the contribution.

Can I deduct the value of volunteer 
work I did for the church?

No, the value of personal services is never 
deductible as a charitable contribution. 

However, unreimbursed expenses you incur in 
performing services on behalf of a church may be. 
For 2026, if you accurately tracked your miles, you 
can use the volunteer “standard mileage rate” (14 
cents per mile) to compute a deduction for any 
miles you drove in performing volunteer services 
for your church. If you didn’t, be sure to accurately 
track miles in 2027. 

Example: John is an electrician and donates 
10 hours of time to his church’s construction 
project. He cannot deduct the value of his 
donated labor, but he can deduct the value 
of materials he purchased in performing the 
donated labor and any unreimbursed travel 
expenses he incurred and documented.
Example: Several church members 
go on a short-term missions project to 
another country. The value of their labor 
is not deductible, but they can deduct 
their unreimbursed travel expenses (i.e., 
transportation, meals, lodging) incurred and 
documented in performing the project.

CPA ELAINE SOMMERVILLE, a senior editorial advisor for Church Law & Tax, answers  
11 key questions for donors about charitable contributions heading into the end  

of the year and the upcoming tax season.
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Is there any limit to the amount of cash 
contributions I can deduct on my taxes?

Yes. If you itemize your deductions on Schedule A, 
a charitable contribution deduction for total cash 
contributions, including those to a church, cannot 
exceed 60 percent of a donor’s adjusted gross income 
(AGI). Other limits apply to noncash contributions. 
After these limitations are applied, contributions are 
further limited to those in excess of a floor of 0.5 
percent of their adjusted gross income (AGI).

NOTE: Donors who itemize especially should 
note the 0.5 percent floor. They may want 
to contemplate “bunching” donations and 
should consult with qualified tax counsel 
regarding the possibility.

If you do not itemize your deductions on Schedule A, 
a charitable contribution deduction is still available 
starting in 2026. The deduction is claimed on Line 
12f of Form 1040. The limitation on this deduction 
is $1,000 for single filers ($2,000 for married filing 
jointly) for qualifying cash charitable contributions.

I designated my contribution to the 
church benevolence fund. Is it deductible?

That depends. “Restricted contributions” are those 
made by a donor to a church for a specified purpose. 
If the purpose is an approved project or program of 
the church, it is a charitable contribution. Therefore, if 
you designate a $100 gift to the church benevolence 
fund, it is deductible. However, if you specify that 
your contribution be applied to a named individual, 
then no deduction is allowed. 

I support my favorite missionary each 
month by designating a contribution to 

the church’s mission fund. Is it deductible? 
Contributions to a church or missions agency 
designating a particular missionary may be tax-
deductible if the church or missions agency 
exercises full administrative control over the 
contributions and ensures that they are spent in 
furtherance of the church’s tax-exempt purposes.

What kind of records do I need to prove 
I made a cash contribution?

For individual cash contributions (regardless of amount): 
You can’t deduct a cash contribution, regardless 
of amount, unless you keep one of the following: 

(1) A bank record (such as a canceled check, bank 
statement, or credit card statement) that shows the 
name of the church, the date of the contribution, 
and the amount of the contribution; (2) a receipt 
(or a letter or other written communication such as 
an email) from the church showing the name of the 
church, the date of the contribution, and the amount 
of the contribution; or (3) payroll deduction records 
(see IRS Publication 526).

For individual cash contributions of $250 or more: 
You must receive a contemporaneous written 
acknowledgment from the church that includes 
the church’s name; the date of the contribution; 
the amount of any cash contribution; and one of 
the following: (i) a statement that no goods or 
services were provided by the church in return for the 
contribution (other than certain token items) if that 
was the case; (ii) a statement that goods or services 
that a church provided in return for the contribution 
consisted entirely of “intangible religious benefits”; 
or (iii) a description and good-faith estimate of the 
value of goods or services other than intangible 
religious benefits that the church provided in 
return for the contribution. The church may either 
provide separate acknowledgments for each single 
contribution of $250 or more or one acknowledgment 
to substantiate several single contributions of $250 
or more. Separate contributions are not aggregated 
for purposes of measuring the $250 threshold. It 
isn’t necessary to include the donor’s Social Security 
number on the acknowledgment.

For the written acknowledgment to be considered 
contemporaneous with the contribution, a donor 
must receive the acknowledgment by the earlier of 
the date on which the donor actually files his or her 
individual federal income tax return for the year of the 
contribution, or the due date (including extensions) of 
the return. If you’ve made individual contributions of 
$250 or more, don’t file your federal income tax return 
until you receive a written acknowledgment from the 
church that satisfies these requirements. Otherwise, 
your contributions may not be deductible.

Can I deduct donations of personal 
property (such as clothes, vehicles, or 

furniture)?
Tangible personal property (also known as a noncash 
contribution) may be donated to the church if it 
advances the church’s exempt purposes and does 
not create administrative, maintenance, or storage 
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burdens. The church must first evaluate whether the 
donation can be accepted. Depending on the item 
involved, additional documentation may be needed. 
If the church accepts the donation, it will provide a 
contemporaneous written acknowledgment noting

• The church’s name; 
• The date of the gift; 
• A description—but not the valuation—of the  
	 personal property received, providing enough 
	 detail to identify the gift with specificity; 
• A statement indicating no goods or services 
	 other than intangible religious benefits were 
	 provided in exchange for the gift (or, if goods or 
	 services were provided, a good-faith estimate 
	 of their value). 

The church does not determine or certify the 
fair market value of donated personal property. 
Determining value is the responsibility of the donor. 

Certain donations require donors to get an appraisal, 
and additional paperwork with the IRS. Consult with 
a qualified tax professional for assistance. 

For non-cash property valued by the donor at less than 
$250: A donor is not required to have a qualifying 
written contemporaneous acknowledgement. 
However, a donor must have some acknowledgment 
from the church to support the donation and then 
supplement this acknowledgment with details of the 
items donated. 

For non-cash property valued by the donor at $250 or 
more: A written contemporaneous acknowledgment 
is needed for the contribution to be deductible 
as described above. The donor must also have 
additional information detailing the items donated 
and the condition of the items donated. 

For non-cash property valued by the donor at $5,000 or 
more: Additional rules apply (see the instructions to 
IRS Form 8283), including obtaining an appraisal of the 
property from a qualified appraiser and attaching an 
“appraisal summary” (IRS Form 8283) to the tax return 
on which the contribution is claimed. Some exceptions 
apply. Special rules apply to donations of cars, boats, 
and planes. See IRS Publication 1771 for details.

What about donations of real estate?
Real estate (also known as real property) 

may be donated to the church if it advances the 
church’s exempt purposes and does not create 
administrative, maintenance, or other burdens. 
Additional due diligence at the donor’s expense, 
including an appraisal, are likely required before 
real estate can be donated. Donors are strongly 
encouraged to consult with qualified tax counsel 
before contacting the church. If the church accepts 
a donation of real estate valued by the donor at $250 
or more, the church will provide a contemporaneous 
written acknowledgement including:

• the church’s name; 
• the date of the gift; 
• a description (but not valuation) of the real  
	 property received, providing enough details to 
	 identify the gift with specificity; 
• a statement indicating no goods or services 
	 other than intangible religious benefits were 
	 provided in exchange for the gift (or, if goods or 
 	 services were provided, a good-faith estimate 
	 of their value).

The church does not determine or certify the fair 
market value of donated real property. Determining 
value is the responsibility of the donor. 

Additional paperwork will likely need to be filed with 
the IRS.  

Can I make a contribution to the church 
from my individual retirement account 

(IRA)? How will the church document it?
You can make a contribution to your church from 
your IRA, if the contribution is made directly from the 
IRA to the church and you are 70½ years old at the 
time of distribution. This is referred to as a qualified 
charitable distribution (QCD). The QCD is not included 
in the donor’s income, and the contribution is not 
included in the donor’s total deductible contributions. 
The maximum QCD amount for 2026 is $111,000 per 
individual. The church should issue a qualifying written 
contemporaneous acknowledgment if the QCD is $250 
or more and the donation should be segregated from 
the donor’s other contributions to the church. 
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GET AHEAD OF TAX SEASON!  
ORDER THE 2026 TAX PREP GUIDE FOR CHURCHES AND CLERGY  AT  

CHURCHLAWANDTAXSTORE.COM.
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