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Executive Summary

The Educational Debt Task Force Report to the Church Council of the Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) (November 2025) offers a comprehensive
analysis of the financial challenges faced by rostered ministers and candidates within
the ELCA due to educational debt. Drawing from both qualitative and quantitative
research, the report identifies historical trends, key impacts on ministers’ lives and
ministry, and actionable recommendations for the entire church structure to alleviate
the burden of educational debt and enable rostered ministers to more effectively
carry out the Great Commission, making disciples of Jesus Christ (Matthew 28:19-20).

Background & Context

Pursuing rostered ministry in the ELCA requires a seminary education, frequently
leading to significant educational debt, particularly from the 1990s onward as the
cost of seminary education rose, congregational expectations changed, and
denominational funding decreased. The resulting rise in debt levels has prompted
concerns about long-term financial wellness, career sustainability, and the overall
well-being of rostered ministers. In response, the 2019 Churchwide Assembly took
action which ultimately led to the creation, in 2022, of a cross-functional task force
charged with taking a deeper dive into the realities of educational debt.

In-depth interviews with 34 rostered ministers and candidates for ordained ministry,
and survey responses from 3,457 active and retired rostered ministers (a 21%
response rate), provided data and stories as the basis for this report.




Key Findings

Educational debt among rostered ministers has increased sharply since the
1990s, with significant impacts on personal finance, retirement savings, and the
ability to handle unexpected expenses. The current level of total educational
debt (including theological and undergraduate education) held by rostered
ministers in the ELCA is estimated to be between $140 and $150 million.

The “Donut Generation” — ministers ordained between the mid-1990s and the
late-2010s who entered seminary after a period when congregations and the
institutional church financed most if not all educational expenses, but before the
churchwide organization, seminaries and synods undertook significant
scholarship-raising efforts — experienced the highest debt levels due to reduced
institutional support.

Rostered ministers of color reported both greater reliance on educational loans
and higher debt loads currently compared to white colleagues, with a median
balance more than 61% higher ($97,850 compared with $60,500).

Both interviews and survey responses revealed recurring negative effects of
debt, including financial stress, compromised health and well-being, and limits on
long-term savings. Fifty percent of women and 56% of rostered ministers of color
reported increased levels of stress and diminished overall well-being due to the
pressure of carrying educational debt. The findings presented indicate that
intersectionality may contribute to greater financial and emotional burden,
though additional analyses to explore the impact of other aspects of a person’s
identity (e.g., race and ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation) are still needed.

Efforts to award more scholarships (e.g., an increasing availability of Fund for
Leaders scholarships and full-tuition scholarships from seminaries) are having the
desired effect on educational debt. Respondents ordained in the 2020s were
considerably more likely to rely on scholarships to finance their seminary
education, compared to any decade previous. Concurrently, the prevalence of
borrowing and the educational debt levels decreased among these respondents.




Recommendations

The report offers a coordinated set of recommendations at all levels of the ELCA:

CHURCHWIDE ORGANIZATION:
Expand debt reduction programs for current rostered ministers, with special emphasis
on the Donut Generation and rostered ministers of color; conduct collaborative meetings
on financial well-being; commission further research on debt impacts.

SYNODS:
Encourage and support churchwide and synod-level debt reduction efforts; educate
lay leaders on the importance of supporting clergy financially.

CONGREGATIONS:
Foster awareness of the financial burdens on pastoral leaders, with a focus on diversity,
equity, and inclusion.

OTHER GROUPS IN THE ELCA ECOLOGY:
Prioritize grants and scholarships, especially for underrepresented groups; provide
ongoing financial education and counseling to seminarians; strengthen alternative
and bi-vocational ministry pathways.

Conclusion

Each rostered minister with educational debt has their story of its impact. Addressing
educational debt is essential for the church to maintain healthy and effective ministry
leadership. The report underscores the urgent need for intentional, well-coordinated
debt reduction efforts, greater financial education, and attention to equity for
rostered ministers of color and those with additional intersectionality. Without such
action, the church risks undermining the well-being and sustainability of those
answering the call to serve.

“The burden of student loan debt can weigh on rostered ministers in both financial and physical
ways, impacting the well-being of rostered ministers themselves and their relationships with others.”

— ELCA DEACON




Contents

Introduction
Research Findings
Qualitative Interviews
Survey of Rostered Ministers
Task Force Recommendations
Conclusion
Appendix A: Synod Debt Reduction Programs
Appendix B: Glossary of Terms
Appendix C: Task Force Membership

Notes and Permissions

16
18
20
22
23
24






ADDRESSING EDUCATIONAL DEBT

Final Report of the Educational Debt Task Force

Introduction

“I didn’t intend to become a pastor. | wanted to do global mission work
. to be raising chickens and goats to feed Africa. It was the
encouragement of college professors who felt | had the gifts to be a
pastor that led me to seminary. | plugged away at classes and stuff like
that for 7 and a half years until I finished my Master of Divinity degree.
My wife and I were both in school, working part time, and raising our
children. | had to borrow the maximum amount possible to cover living
expenses. During the 2008 recession we lost our house to foreclosure. |
hoped student loan forgiveness would eventually help us out. So far, it
hasn’t. We have managed to piece it all together but | have to admit, it

has come with a lot of stress and some resentment”.
— ELCA PASTOR

This is one rostered minister’s story — but it echoes many of the
realities ELCA pastors and deacons experience: a desire to serve; the
challenge of navigating school, work, and family; the psychological
and emotional effects of financial stress. And the cost of that stress?
An estimated $140-150 million in educational debt currently carried
by active and retired ELCA rostered ministers.

This report seeks to help the ELCA understand the implications of this debt and
its impact on rostered ministers, and how the church might respond in a way
that enables rostered ministers to more effectively carry out the Great
Commission, making disciples of Jesus Christ (Matthew 28:19-20).

Though it's often said that “you don’t go into pastoral ministry for the
paycheck,” answering God’s call to serve the church usually means a
seminary education that for most people has come with a price tag.
Throughout the years, the financial impact of receiving the degrees and
certifications necessary to become a rostered minister in the Evangelical



Lutheran Church in America has been a concern. Stories of pastors with six-
figure student loan debt, or deacons opting to leave ordained ministry
altogether due to financial stress, combined with rising rates of retirement
and decreasing seminary enrollment, elevated the urgency of understanding
the breadth and depth of the issue.

In 2019, the Churchwide Assembly tock action to undergo a comprehensive
analysis of seminary tuition funding sources. This led to the creation, in 2022,
of a cross-functional task force charged with taking a deeper dive into the
realities of educational debt. who has it, at what levels, how does it impact
their quality of life and ability to serve, and what can our church do to better
understand and alleviate the stressors in the system that might keep those
who feel called to serve from answering that call.

At the time, there were hunches and anecdotes, but no solid data to support
the figures, nor to inform possible actions to address the issue. Now, we have
a clearer picture of what actions have already begun to change the reality,
and what is still needed to address two particularly impacted groups. This
report lays out:

e Historical context: What got us here?
o Process: How did the task force carry out its work?

e The reality of educational debt: Who is most affected? And to what
degree?

e Recommendations to alleviate the issue: How can this church ensure
leaders who feel called to ordained ministry are financially well
enough to serve?

Historical Context

The United States federal government began funding higher education in
1935 with the National Youth Administration. This was followed by the 1944 Gl
Bill. Both of these measures were aimed at preventing poverty through
expanded access to education. The Higher Education Act of 1965 created
federal grants (later called Pell Grants) and the Guaranteed Student Loan
Program. Initially, borrowing was modest, but policy changes and rising costs
in the 1970s — especially cuts to Pell Grants — drove students, particularly
students of color, to rely more heavily on loans (Shermer, 2021).



Although the issue of educational debt was coming to national prominence
by the 1980s, prior to the 1990s, educational debt wasn’t a major issue in the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) or its predecessor bodies, its
seminaries or its seminarians. The cost of receiving a seminary degree was
fully or significantly covered by the larger church, which supported tuition and
related expenses as part of its mission to raise up pastors and other leaders.

However, as congregational giving patterns changed, and the cost of higher
education expanded, the amount of denominational support decreased,
necessitating that students assume more of the responsibility of paying out
of pocket to earn their degrees. In the 1990s, the percentage of seminary
students borrowing to finance their education as well as the amount they
were borrowing increased significantly. These increases were well-
documented in The Gathering Storm (Ruger, Miller & Maphis Early, 2005) and
Taming the Tempest (Miller, Maphis Early and Ruger, 2014), studies conducted
by the Auburn Center for the Study of Theological Education, which
compared data from seminary graduates in 1991, 2001, and 2011. Miller, et al.,
(2014) reported that, over this twenty-year period, the percentage of seminary
graduates with educational debt had increased along with the average
amount of debt they carried. Among seminary graduates in 2011, 64 percent
carried educational debt, up from 47 percent in 1991. Additionally, the average
debt per borrower had increased from $11,043 in 1991 (or $18,328 in 20M
dollars) to $37,952 in 201, nearly doubling over the two decades.

These findings were widely publicized and produced considerable concern
in many denominations, including the ELCA, about the issue of educational
debt and its implications for both the long-term financial wellness of rostered
ministers and the quality of congregational ministry. These increases in the
prevalence and extent of educational debt continued into the 2010s,
producing concerns for seminary graduates, theological schools, and
denominations. High levels of debt impacted graduates' career choices,
home purchases, savings for children's education, retirement savings, and
health care needs. Financial anxiety related to educational debt often led to
poor wellness outcomes and feelings of resentment and disconnection
toward the church. These issues were more pronounced for persons of color,
who were more likely to make financial sacrifices to attend seminary and feel
the future impact of those decisions (e.g., Deasy & Love, 2021).



Process

The Educational Debt Task Force organized its work into two primary phases:
self-education and research.

SELF-EDUCATION

In its initial phase (which stretched from August 2022-July 2023), the task
force focused on deepening its understanding of the issue of educational
debt and on situating that work within a broader context. Because supporting
leaders requires many interconnected strategies, the task force began by
examining its role alongside existing and emerging programs, task forces,
and study committees.

During this self-education stage, members engaged with colleagues across
the ELCA ecology through a series of presentations and conversations. The
presentations included the topic areas of Racial Justice; Economic Justice;
Gender Justice and Women’s Empowerment; Quality of Call; Diversity, Equity
and Inclusion; the Strategy Toward Authentic Diversity (STAD) Committee;
Mission Development and Redevelopment; Ethnic-Specific Ministry; the ELCA
Fund for Leaders; and the 66™ Synod Reparations Fund.

The task force also heard from several synod leaders on programs in their
synods which address educational debt, and from LSS Financial Counseling
(Duluth, MN), who provided information about the intricacies of Public Service
Loan Forgiveness (PSLF). These presentations provided the necessary
context to ground the work of the task force and inform some of the specific
lines of inquiry in the research.

RESEARCH

Beginning in August 2023, the task force shifted to the research phase of its
work. The objectives of the research phase were:

e 1o understand the educational debt landscape among ELCA rostered
ministers and candidates, including how educational debt is
experienced by these leaders and how it impacts them;

e 1o explore unique financial challenges facing rostered ministers of
color; and,

e 1o gather information about existing synod programs that assist in
debt reduction.



To explore these lines of inquiry, the task force began by conducting
qualitative interviews with rostered ministers and candidates about their
process of discerning a call to ministry and their personal experience with
educational debt.

Following these interviews, the task force organized itself into two sub-teams:
1) Survey of Rostered Ministers, who conducted a survey to learn more about
the extent, experience, and impact of educational debt on ELCA rostered
ministers, and 2) Synod Debt Reduction Programs, who conducted a survey
and a set of interviews with bishops and synod staff to discuss their
educational debt reduction programs'.



Research Findings

Qualitative Interviews

METHODOLOGY

Interviews were conducted with 34 ELCA rostered ministers and candidates?
about their call to ordained ministry, their process of financing their seminary
education, and their experience of educational debt. These interviews were
conducted by six task force members between August and December 2023.

The three primary purposes for conducting these interviews were:

e to gather the stories of individual leaders of their experiences of
financing seminary and living with educational debt;

e 1o identify areas of inquiry not considered or explored in previous
research on the topic; and

e to inform the development of a quantitative survey of rostered
ministers.

As mentioned above, one of the goals of the task force was to understand
more about the educational debt landscape among ELCA rostered ministers.
Although educational debt was already present in higher education before the
1990s, the decade introduced new borrowing patterns that led to increasing
levels of debt in theological education. As such, leaders ordained at this time
and in the decades that followed are especially well-positioned to provide
insight into the challenges of financing seminary and the lasting consequences
of those decisions.

Rostered ministers ordained between the mid-1990s and the late 2010s have
been informally referred to as “the Donut Generation.” They have been
described this way following the imagery of a donut. These leaders attended
seminary during a period of time when financial support for seminary education
was limited. This followed a period when a large proportion of the cost of
seminary education was financed by congregations and church bodies and
preceded a time of increased scholarship availability from seminaries, synods
and the churchwide organization in the late 2010s?. Thus, the Donut Generation
fell through the proverbial hole in terms of financial support from the institutional
church. Given the desire to understand in depth the contours of the experience



of leaders that carried educational debt, the task force emphasized the inclusion
of these leaders during the interview phase of the research.

FINDINGS

Through the interviews, the task force gained deeper insight into the context
candidates and rostered ministers faced when preparing for seminary, the
factors that shaped their need to take on educational debt, and the impact that
debt has had on their lives and decisions since graduation. Because our
interviews emphasized rostered ministers ordained during the 2000s and
2010s, the findings reflect most strongly the experiences of these participants.

Preparing for seminary

Two themes about the demographics and finances of seminary students
emerged repeatedly. First, interviewees described widespread misconceptions
about who was attending seminary. Congregational leaders — and at times
rostered ministers who had studied decades earlier — often assumed
seminarians were young, single students entering directly from college. In reality,
most were in their late thirties or early forties, second-career learners, and often
supporting families.

Second, interviewees noted persistent misunderstandings about how seminary
was financed. They shared that many congregational leaders and rostered
ministers who had been ordained in decades prior believed tuition and living
expenses continued to be covered completely by congregations or the larger
church, when in fact, contributions from these sources were in decline* and
sufficient scholarships were not yet available. Interviewees also mentioned that
certain congregational leaders and rostered ministers regarded federal loans as
justifiable for undergraduate education but assumed that only irresponsible
individuals would need them to finance seminary; these leaders did not
understand that more than three in four students borrowed to finance their
seminary education®. Taken together, seminarians’ need to borrow was highest
at a time when that need was not well-understood.

Factors shaping borrowing

Several interviewees noted that connection to the ELCA via a long-standing
relationship with a congregation or through family ties increased their chances
of receiving significant financial support during seminary. Stronger connections
to the ELCA also meant greater awareness of scholarship opportunities,
including those from the ELCA Fund for Leaders, and how to apply for them. By



contrast, those with weaker ties to the ELCA reported being less likely to receive
congregational support and less informed about available scholarships. One of
the pastors we interviewed said, “It was a bit of a shock — the sticker price of
seminary — and just lack of financial support. | did work a part-time job pretty
much all my time in seminary but the hourly rate was never enough to cover
tuition, housing, or any of the big-ticket items.” Situations like this frequently led
to negative financial and emotional outcomes (e.g., feeling left behind;
experiencing resentment).

Residential education and other required in-person training (e.g., internship
and Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE)) had a significant impact on the amount
of educational debt incurred. In many cases, this training meant leaving one’s
job, asking a spouse to give up employment, and/or relocating an entire
family — each with serious financial consequences. Even for those ordained
most recently or for those who completed most of their studies through
distributed learning, internship and CPE still created financial pressures that
often led to borrowing.

“In my context, there is one CPE site that is accredited. It is about an
hour from where | live. And they only offer summer semester. | ended
up doing an online CPE unit, which cost an additional $3,500 on top
of my tuition. It runs across both spring and summer semesters. This
has delayed my endorsement date and caused me to take a leave of
absence from seminary. Then, after my endorsement, | need to wait to
start internship until the beginning of the spring semester. | will have
gone approximately a year without income because of when | needed
to do CPE. | hate that I need to wait around for calendar dates that
have been deemed acceptable for this process.”

— ELCA PASTOR

One of the most frequently cited factors limiting educational debt was the
income of a spouse or partner. Interviewees noted that a working spouse
or partner could help support both the seminarian and their family during
seminary, reducing the need to borrow. By contrast, those who were single
did not have access to this financial support and often reported needing to
take on debt as a result.



Impact of educational debt

When asked about the impact educational debt had on them in the long-term,
interviewees reported a variety of impacts. Financially, interviewees detailed
living paycheck to paycheck, taking on extra jobs to meet expenses,
postponing health care needs, delaying home purchases, being unable to
save for children's education, and contributing less to retirement accounts.

Interviewees also mentioned that their own emotional well-being and the
emotional well-being of their families were impacted. Of their experience,
one interviewee said, “The biggest impact on me has been the anxiety. If |
don’t get through candidacy, | have all of this debt for this education that
qualifies me to do nothing.”

Some of the candidates and rostered ministers we interviewed who were
still in seminary or who were ordained after 2015 attended seminary without
paying tuition. However, many still reported needing to incur educational
debt to cover their living expenses. This suggests that even with the close
of the Donut Generation’s seminary attendance, there may not have been
a full return to a time when a seminary education could be pursued at little
financial cost or without the need to borrow.



Survey of Rostered Ministers

METHODOLOGY

Guided by previous research by the ELCA and other denominations and
informed by the findings from the qualitative interviews, the task force — in
collaboration with ELCA Research and Evaluation — designed and conducted
a survey of all rostered ministers. The survey aimed to establish a reliable
picture of rostered ministers’ experiences of financing seminary, the
prevalence and amount of their educational debt, and the impact of carrying
that debt. It also sought to identify and measure differences in these
experiences across variables such as decade of ordination, age, gender, and
race and ethnicity.

The survey was distributed via email to all ELCA rostered ministers, active
and retired, and was open for responses Jan. 25-Feb. 9, 2024. Recipients of
the email were encouraged to complete the survey whether they had
educational debt or not.

In all, 16,080 ELCA rostered ministers received the survey. There were 3,457
completed responses for a 21% response rate. The sample was generally
representative of the population of ELCA rostered ministers with respect to the
following metrics: decade of ordination, roster, gender, and race and ethnicity.
It was somewhat less representative of age in that the sample included a lower
proportion of rostered ministers from the Silent Generation (born between
1928-1945) and a slightly higher proportion of rostered ministers from
Generation X (1964-1980) and of Millennials (1981-1996) than are included in the
population. The sample also included a higher proportion of active rostered
ministers, compared to retired, than the overall roster proportions.

The survey was structured around three main areas of inquiry: experiences
and educational debt before seminary, during seminary, and after seminary.
While the survey addressed a wide range of topics informed by the
qualitative interviews, analysis to date has concentrated on the most
significant areas of inquiry:

e the process of financing seminary education and the degree of
reliance on a variety of funding sources;

e the prevalence and amount of educational debt at the time of
graduation from seminary;
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e the prevalence and amount of educational debt carried at present;
e the impact of educational debt on borrowers; and

e how each of the above varies by a variety of demographic variables,
particularly decade of ordination, gender, and race and ethnicity.

FINDINGS

This section presents the key overall findings from the most significant areas
of inquiry. Where differences emerged across demographic variables, those
analyses are also included.

Financing seminary

Overall, respondents to the survey most commonly reported that they relied
on a spouse or partner’'s employment income (38%), on federal student loans
(36%), and on off-campus jobs (34%) to finance their seminary education.

Reliance on spouse or partner's income was most common among
respondents ordained in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. Beginning in the 1990s,
however, the most common source of support shifted: federal student loans
became the primary means of funding for those ordained in the 1990s, 2000s,
and 2010s. In part, this change reflected the wider availability of educational
loans during this period. Among those ordained in the 2020s, seminary-based
scholarships emerged as the most common source of funding, while reliance
on federal loans declined.

We found significant differences between white respondents and respondents
of color in their reliance on federal student loans to finance seminary
education. Focusing on the period when educational loans were most widely
used (1990s-2010s), 50% of white respondents reported relying on federal
loans, compared with 61% of respondents of color. This suggests that, even
within a broader context of high loan usage, respondents of color were more
likely than their white peers to depend on federal student loans.

Prevalence and amount of debt at graduation from seminary

Prevalence. Sixty-four percent of all respondents reported carrying
educational debt at the time of graduation from seminary. As shown in Figure
1, the proportion was lowest among those ordained in the 1960s (22%) and rose
steadily to 72% in the 1990s, before plateauing at 76—77% in the 2000s and

"



2010s. Encouragingly, the proportion declined among those ordained in the
2020s (64%), returning to levels last seen in the 1980s.

FIGURE 1. % WHO CARRIED EDUCATIONAL DEBT AT SEMINARY GRADUATION BY DECADE OF ORDINATION
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Modest demographic differences appeared in the prevalence of educational
debt among those ordained in the 1990s—2020s. Men were slightly more likely
than women to graduate with debt (76% vs. 71%), and rostered ministers of color
were slightly more likely than their white colleagues to do so (78% vs. 74%).

Amount. When looking at the respondents who reported carrying educational
debt at seminary graduation, the median amount in inflation-adjusted dollars
was $50,700 per borrower and ranged from $2,500 to more than $150,000.

Educational debt at graduation varied significantly by decade of ordination, as
shown in Figure 2. Respondents ordained in the 1960s-1980s carried the
lowest median levels of inflation-adjusted debt, at around $25,000 per
borrower. In the 1990s, average educational debt rose sharply to $46,350.
Those ordained in the 2000s and 2010s reported the highest average
amounts ($65,025 and $73150). Encouragingly, average debt declined for
those ordained in the 2020s, returning to levels similar to the 1990s ($45,000),
though it is too soon to know if this trend will persist.

FIGURE 2. AVERAGE AMOUNT OF EDUCATIONAL DEBT CARRIED AT SEMINARY GRADUATION
BY DECADE OF ORDINATION
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Similar to the pattern in prevalence of educational debt at graduation, there
were demographic differences in the amount of debt carried among
respondents ordained since 1990. The gap between men and women was
modest, with median debt of $60,500 and $62,475, respectively. By contrast,
the difference by race and ethnicity was stark: rostered ministers of color
reported a median educational debt of $97,850 at the time of graduation,
compared to $60,500 among white rostered ministers.

Prevalence and amount of debt at present

Respondents who reported that they either carried educational debt at
graduation from seminary or due to borrowing for additional post-seminary
education (65% of all respondents surveyed) were asked about the level of
educational debt they continued to carry at the time of the survey.

Of this group, 69% reported that they no longer carried educational debt (i.e.,
it had been paid off in full or forgiven). The other 31% had not yet paid it off.
The median amount of educational debt they still carried was $37,500, and
the total amount of educational debt currently carried by respondents to this
survey was $33,747500. Based on the structure of the roster and the
representativeness of the sample, we would estimate that ELCA rostered
ministers (active and retired) currently carry between $140 and $150 million
in educational debt.

As shown in Figure 3, nearly all respondents ordained in the 1960s—1980s
and most ordained in the 1990s—2000s have fully repaid their educational
debt or had it forgiven. By contrast, fewer than half of those ordained in the
2010s and less than one in five in the 2020s have done so, which is expected
given how recently many completed seminary,

FIGURE 3. PROPORTION OF RESPONDENTS WHO HAVE PAID OFF THEIR EDUCATIONAL DEBT,

BY DECADE OF ORDINATION
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As shown in Figure 4, median amounts of remaining educational debt rose
steadily through the 2010s, when they reached their highest point. This is
consistent with this group of leaders having incurred the largest amounts at
graduation and having had limited time to pay it down. For those ordained in
the 2020s, the median is lower than in the 2010s despite having had less
time to repay, reflecting their lower initial debt at graduation.

Of respondents that carried educational debt at the time of graduation from
seminary or who borrowed to finance post-seminary education, men were
more likely than women to have paid off this debt in full or had it forgiven (75%,
compared to 63%). Given that men carried less educational debt on average
atthe time of graduation from seminary, it follows that they would be more likely
to have paid it off. Among those who continue to carry educational debt, the
median amounts remaining for men and women are the same ($37,500).

FIGURE 4. AVERAGE AMOUNT OF EDUCATIONAL DEBT REMAINING PER BORROWER,
BY DECADE OF ORDINATIONS
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Racial disparities were considerably more pronounced: 70% of white
respondents had paid off their debt compared to only 42% of respondents of
color. As reported above, respondents of color carried substantially higher
educational debt levels when they graduated seminary than did white
respondents, so it is not surprising that a lower proportion of this group has
been able to pay off this debt. Neither is it surprising that respondents of color
also continued to carry higher median debt ($55,000) than white respondents
($32,500), consistent with their higher initial borrowing.

14



Impact of educational debt

It goes without saying that educational debt impacts the lives of borrowers in
a variety of ways. The survey results painted a picture that made it clear the
weight that the borrowers were carrying caused significant hardship. Overall,
respondents were most likely to report that educational debt negatively
impacted their general financial well-being (40% reported being negatively
impacted), their ability to save for retirement (39%), their personal well-being
(37%) and their ability to handle large, unexpected expenses (37%).

The impact of educational debt on respondents varied by decade of
ordination. Those ordained in the 1960s and 1970s rarely reported negative
effects, with fewer than 10% citing challenges in areas such as handling
unexpected expenses, housing, or family support. Beginning in the 1980s,
however, four areas consistently topped the list of negative impacts: ability to
handle unexpected expenses, saving for retirement, general financial well-
being, and personal well-being.

Over time, not only did these areas of impact remain stable, but the
proportion of respondents reporting them increased sharply. By the 2010s
and 2020s, more than half of respondents reported being negatively affected
by educational debt in multiple areas. These patterns generally align with rising
debt levels at graduation, though an exception appeared among those
ordained in the 2020s, who reported lower debt than the 1990s—2010s cohorts
but were still more likely to cite broad negative impacts.

Men and women identified the same four areas most negatively impacted
by educational debt, but women were consistently more likely to report
these effects. For instance, nearly half of women said their general
financial well-being was affected, compared to one-third of men, with
similar gaps across all four areas.

White respondents and respondents of color identified the same four
areas most affected by educational debt, but rostered ministers of color
were more likely to report negative impact in each. The largest gap was
in personal well-being, cited by 56% of respondents of color compared to
37% of white respondents.
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DISCUSSION

In addition to a greater quantitative understanding of the impact of
educational debt on rostered ministers across the demographic spectrum,
one of the goals of the survey was to explore the representativeness of
narratives that have existed in the church, but for which there has not been
reliable guantitative evidence gathered. In particular, the survey sought to
understand more about the Donut Generation of leaders, as well as what
differences exist between white rostered ministers and rostered ministers of
color when it comes to educational debt experiences.

Donut Generation

The findings of the survey provide reliable evidence that the financial
experience of seminary was fundamentally different for the Donut Generation
of rostered ministers (primarily among those ordained in the 2000s and
2010s) through three main metrics: degree of reliance on federal student
loans, prevalence of borrowing during seminary, and amount of educational
debt carried at graduation from seminary.

e Respondents ordained in the 2000s and 2010s were the most likely to
say that they relied moderately or highly on federal student loans to
finance their seminary education; more than half of respondents in
each decade said this.

e The highest degree of reliance in any other decade was among those
ordained in the 1990s (39%). Furthermore, among respondents
ordained in the 2020s, we saw a decline in the reliance on federal
student loans; only 35% of respondents reported moderate or high
reliance.

The pattern is the same when analyzing the proportion of respondents
who carried educational debt at the time of graduation from seminary by
decade of ordination.

e Three out of four respondents ordained in the 2000s and 2010s
reported carrying educational debt (75%). This was the highest
proportion compared to any other decade.

e The proportion was slightly lower among those ordained in the 1990s
(72%), indicating that some of those in that decade might also be
included in the gap.

e The proportion in the next highest decade (the 2020s) was 64%.
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Finally, the inflation-controlled amounts of educational debt carried by
respondents at graduation from seminary also provide evidence of the
Donut Generation.

e Those ordained in the 2000s and 2010s carried considerably more
educational debt following seminary than did those ordained in the
decades before or, to this point, in the decade since.

e On average, respondents ordained in the 2000s and 2010s generally
carried between $15,000 and $20,000 more in educational debt per
borrower than respondents from any other decade.

The cost of this debt was not limited to the dollar amount, however. Members
of the Donut Generation reported that in addition to limiting their ability to
save for retirement and handle large, unexpected expenses, the
psychological and emotional toll of carrying such debt contributed to feelings
of stress and financial insecurity, impacting their overall well-being.

Rostered ministers of color

The survey data suggests that rostered ministers of color’ have a distinct
experience with educational debt compared to white rostered ministers at
each step along the way. Rostered ministers of color were more likely to rely
on educational debt to finance their seminary education, more likely to carry
educational debt, more likely to carry higher amounts of debt, and more likely
to report its negative effects.

e Half of the rostered ministers of color who responded to this survey
reported relying moderately or highly on federal student loans to
finance their seminary education. Among white respondents, that
proportion was 35%.

e When limiting the analysis to those respondents ordained in the
1990s or more recently — when educational locans became more
commonly utilized overall — the proportion of respondents of color
who relied on federal student loans increased to 61% and the
proportion of white respondents to 50%. Thus, even when removing
a potential contributing factor from the analysis — the higher
proportion of white respondents ordained before the common usage
of educational loans — we continued to see a difference between
respondents of color and white respondents.

17



Looking at actual borrowing, a similar pattern between these groups existed,
although the differences were smaller.

Seventy-five percent of respondents of color reported carrying
educational debt at graduation from seminary, compared to 64% of
white respondents.

This gap shrunk when including only those ordained since 1990 in the
analysis (/8%, compared to 74%).

The largest difference between respondents of color and white respondents
was in the amount of educational debt carried at graduation from seminary.

The average amount of educational debt carried by respondents of
color was $93,769, compared to $63,696 among white respondents,
a difference of $30,000 per borrower.

Including only those ordained since 1990 does nothing to shrink the
gap. Rather, we see the average amounts for both respondents of
color and white respondents increase approximately $6,000 per
borrower to $99,245 among respondents of color and $69,228
among white respondents.

Finally, respondents of color were more likely to report being negatively
impacted by educational debt in each area of inquiry. They were 19 percentage
points more likely to say they themselves were negatively impacted by
educational debt, 10 percentage points more likely to report negative impact
on their ability to save for retirement and their ability to handle a large,
unexpected expense, and 7 percentage points more likely to say their general
financial well-being had been negatively impacted.

These findings suggest that the experience of financing seminary and
managing its effects are fundamentally different for rostered ministers of color
and white rostered ministers.
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Task Force Recommendations

To lay the groundwork for a comprehensive strategy to address educational debt
among rostered ministers, the task force proposes several recommendations
aimed at different levels of the ELCA ecology, including congregations, synods,
and the churchwide organization. These recommendations are designed to
provide relief to as many pastoral leaders as possible, enabling them to be more
effective and satisfied in their participation in God's mission in the world.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE CHURCHWIDE ORGANIZATION

ELCA Educational Debt Reduction Program: Reimagine and enhance
programming and fundraising efforts to additionally assist rostered ministers
alongside seminarians with educational debt reduction. There should be a
particular emphasis on rostered ministers from the Donut Generation, persons of
color, and those with additional intersectionality.

Suggested Activities:

e |earn from Existing Frameworks: Examine approaches of fundraising
that could be applied in churchwide or regional debt-reduction efforts.
This could include applying learnings from churchwide or synod
programs or through consultation with full-communion partners about
how they address this issue.

e Communication and Education. Communicate effectively about the
importance of supporting educational debt reduction. This includes
providing congregations and synods with information about the state of
educational debt among ELCA rostered ministers.

e Research and Evaluation: Direct and resource ELCA Research and
Evaluation to evaluate and measure on-going progress of the proposed
ELCA Educational Debt Reduction Program.

e Collaborative Meetings: Convene quarterly meetings of relevant units
and programs within the ELCA churchwide organization and its
financial separately incorporated ministries to share learnings and
collaborate on the financial well-being of rostered ministers with
respect to educational debt.
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Address Current Educational Debt Inequities Among Underrepresented
Populations: Respond thoughtfully to disparities identified through research and
support efforts that promote equitable solutions.

Suggested Activities:

Financial Support for Underrepresented Populations: Prioritize financial
support for students from historically underrepresented populations,
including immigrant, Indigenous, Latine, African American, and other
persons of color, as well as LGBTQIA+ individuals.

Conduct Additional Study: Convene a specific task force to focus on
the unique challenges faced by underrepresented populations.
Direct ELCA Research and Evaluation to conduct further research and
analysis on educational debt and its impacts on these communities to
support this task force.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SYNODS
Support Educational Debt Reduction Programs: Participate in efforts for

rostered minister educational debt reduction.

Suggested Activities:
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Communication and Education: Communicate effectively about the
importance of supporting educational debt reduction. This includes
sharing information about potential churchwide and synod-specific
educational debt reduction programs with rostered ministers and
congregations, as well as providing congregations with information
about the state of educational debt among ELCA rostered ministers.

Engagement and Support: Evaluate their debt reduction programs to
determine their effectiveness in attracting and retaining rostered
ministers. This might include providing resources and support to
synod staff, candidates, and rostered ministers.

Study the Landscape: If the synod does not have a dedicated
program geared to reducing the educational debt of current rostered
ministers in their synod, the synod could include questions about
seminary debt in annual guestionnaires to learn more about the
educational debt among rostered ministers in their synods.



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CONGREGATIONS

Gain Insight into Educational Debt Amongst Pastoral Leaders: Engage in
and advocate for churchwide and synod initiatives aimed at reducing
educational debt.

Suggested Activities:

e Communication and Education: Educate members about the
educational debt challenges faced by pastoral leaders. This
education should shed light on the challenges faced by leaders of
color and those with additional intersectionality and the need for
congregations to embrace diversity, equity and inclusion in their call
processes.

e Engagement and Support: Actively engage in supporting their
pastoral leaders, including participating in churchwide and synod-
specific efforts for debt reduction for current rostered ministers.

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS THROUGHOUT ELCA ECOLOGY (COLLEGES,
UNIVERSITIES, SEMINARIES, AND RELATED INSTITUTIONS, ORGANIZATIONS AND
MINISTRIES)

Minimize Educational Debt for Future Rostered Ministers: Support proactive

strategies that minimize financial burdens for those preparing for ministry.

Suggested Activities:

e Grants and Scholarships: Create and provide grants and
scholarships for undergraduate students pursuing theological
education. Given their substantial impact of reducing the
educational debt incurred by students, ELCA seminaries could
begin or continue offering full-tuition scholarships.

e Discernment and Financial Awareness: Encourage undergraduate
students and seminarians to consider the type of theological
education they need to be effective in ministry and include
financial education and debt impact awareness throughout their
discernment process.

e Strengthen Alternative Learning Programs: When appropriate,
consider and/or promote alternative learning programs, such as
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Theological Education for Emerging Ministries (TEEM), and
certificate programs, as means of equipping congregational
leaders in the midst of a changing church.

These recommendations aim to create a comprehensive and collaborative
approach to addressing educational debt among pastoral leaders,
improving their financial well-being and enhancing their ability to serve
effectively in their roles.

Conclusion

As one member of the task force remarked during our time together, “I will
not always be a pastor, but | will always need a pastor.” The church has always
needed theologically-grounded, faithful leaders. Ensuring those leaders have
the financial and emotional capacity to stay strong and focused on ministry is
of utmost importance as congregations and institutions continue to adapt to
today’s current environment.

The task force’s research makes it clear that increased educational debt
affects overall financial confidence, the ability to manage monthly bills, and
levels of stress. It also called out a negative impact on saving for retirement
— a factor which may be compounded by years of serving at minimum
compensation guidelines or below, longer periods of time between calls, and
fewer opportunities to serve in head of staff or other more highly
compensated positions. All of these things are detrimental to financial
wellness and may well contribute to physical and emotional dis-ease. Without
a commitment to address these realities, the church risks the health and
longevity of those who answer God’s call to serve as leaders.

Even as the ELCA is exploring new models for ministry and casting a wider
net to raise up both lay and rostered leaders, the fact remains that
generations of pastors and deacons continue to carry a heavy financial
burden. At a high level, the church in all its expressions will benefit from a
deeper understanding of the realities facing those who have answered the
call to serve in rostered ministry. This could begin as simply as sharing this
report with congregational and synod leaders. It could also include additional
data gathering and analysis to determine with greater specificity the extent
and implications of educational debt.
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The task force would also strongly encourage the church to commit to an
intentional debt reduction effort. This could take the form of a matching
grant, a partnership with synods to incentivize rostered ministers to
consider calls in those areas, or a broad-based debt reduction effort to
raise funds for loan forgiveness.

Finally, the church would be well-served to leverage the generous financial
support from all expressions of the church to provide grants for renewal
opportunities that will give our financially-burdened rostered ministers the
strength to keep serving today, and to save for tomorrow.
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Appendix A

Synod Debt Reduction Programs

METHODOLOGY

The Educational Debt Task Force conducted a survey of synods regarding their
educational debt reduction programs. The purpose of the survey was to collect
information from synods about their educational debt reduction programs for
rostered ministers, and share this information with candidates, rostered
ministers, and synods. The survey was fielded in December 2023. The task
force received responses from 48 of 65 synods (74% response rate),
representing all nine ELCA regions.

After reviewing the survey responses, five members of the task force
conducted follow-up interviews with bishops or staff in 10 synods to
understand the responses in greater depth and to explore questions
unearthed by the survey responses.

Findings

e More than half (54%) of responding synods reported having some sort
of educational debt reduction program. This finding was surprising,
as the prevailing narrative before this research was conducted was
that between 10 and 12 synods had programs in place to address the
educational debt of their rostered ministers.

e Synods with programs were most likely to say that their purposes fell
into one of these three categories:

o Reduce the educational debt of leaders
o Attract new leaders and retain them, and/or
o Enable leaders to more fully live into their call

e Respondents with programs were very likely to say that they were
satisfied with how their program functioned. Synods whose programs
were simple to administer found this advantageous for both synod staff
and rostered ministers called to the synod.

e Synod leaders were somewhat less likely to say that it was having the
desired effects of reducing significant amounts of educational debt and
attracting and retaining leaders. Rather, they indicated that their
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programs provided a modest bonus to leaders who were already going
to come to the synod or who planned to stay an extended period.

Comments from qualitative portions of the survey as well as from
follow-up interviews suggested that renewed efforts to reduce tuition
at seminaries were effective. Many bishops and synod staff observed
that newly ordained rostered ministers in most synods tending to
carry less educational debt than those ordained a decade or more
ago. However, pastors who had graduated from seminary before that
time still carried significant educational debt.

There was curiosity among respondents about what opportunities
might be available from the federal government through Public
Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF).
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Appendix B

Glossary of Terms

Donut Generation — Following the imagery of a donut, these are leaders who
fell through the proverbial hole in terms of financial support from the
institutional church. These leaders attended seminary during a period of time
when financial support for seminary education was limited, extending roughly
from the mid-1990s through the late-2010s. This followed a period when a
large proportion of the cost of seminary education was financed by
congregations and the institutional church and preceded a time of increased
scholarship availability from seminaries, synods, and the churchwide
organization in the late 2010s.

Fund for Leaders — An ELCA program that has been offering scholarships for
students at ELCA seminaries who are pursuing rostered ministry in the ELCA
since 2000. In the 2025-2026 academic year, the fund will provide nearly
$3.2 million in scholarships to 458 ELCA seminary students.

Intersectionality - A term coined by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989)
which describes a framework for understanding how different aspects of a
person's identity, such as race, gender, class, and sexuality, overlap and
interact to create unique systems of discrimination and privilege.

Public Service Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) - A program that forgives the remaining
balance on certain federal student loans after a borrower makes 120 qualifying
monthly payments while working full-time for a qualifying public service
employer. Eligible employers include government organizations and certain
non-profit organizations. To qualify, borrowers must have Direct Loans, make
payments under a qualifying income-driven repayment plan, and have their
employment certified by a qualifying employer. Most ELCA rostered ministers
became eligible on July 1, 2021, though some were eligible before this date.

Theological Education for Emerging Ministry (TEEM) - An ELCA leadership
formation process designed for individuals currently serving in emerging ministry
sites who have been identified as candidates by their synod bishop. TEEM
students receive a solid grounding in Lutheran theology and the Lutheran
Confessions, completing both academic coursework and practical ministry
requirements in collaboration with faculty, synod staff, and TEEM procedures.
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Appendix C

Task Force Membership

Name Role and Organization® Participation
) ) Associate Vice President for Enroliment and

Eric Addington Financial Aid; Concordia College 2022-2025

Nathan Block Mangger of Business Intelligence; Portico Benefit 2022-2024
Services

. . Director of Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Justice; i
Vima Couvertier-Cruz Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago (LSTC) 2022-2025
) Director of Customer Outreach and Church

The Rev. Shelley Cunningham Relations; Portico Benefit Services 2025

Bishop Yehiel Curry Bishop, Metropolitan Chicago Synod 2022-2024

Adam DeHoek Congreggtion Stati_stic_s Analyst, ELCA: 2022-2025
Churchwide organization convener

Deacon John Dellis Gift Planner; Lutheran Foundation of the 2022-2025
Southwest

The Rev. Miguel Gomez-Acosta Director for Evangelical Mission; Grand Canyon 2022-2025
Synod, ELCA
Program Director, Partnerships and Financial

Cherrish Holland Education; Lutheran Social Service of Minnesota 2022-2025
ELCA Church Council member

Bishop Meggan Manlove Bishop; Northwest Intermountain Synod 2025

Julie Nelson Former Co-Director, 3E Program; Rocky Mountain 2022-2025
Synod, ELCA
Director, Theological Education for Emerging
Ministries (TEEM); Pacific Lutheran Theological

The Rev. Dr. Moses Penumaka Seminary (PLTS); Member of Strategy Toward 2022-2025
Authentic Diversity (STAD) task force

Grace Pomroy D|re§tor, Stewardship Leaders Program; Luther 2022-2025
Seminary

. Vice President, Marketing; Mission Investment

Laury Rinker Fund of the ELCA 2022-2025

The Rev. Carlton Rodgers Semor Pas'tor; Tabernacle Lutheran Church, 2022-2024
Philadelphia, PA

The Rev. Angela Shannon Pastor; All Saints Lutheran Church, Bowie, MD 2022-2025

Greg Truex Chief Operating Officer; ELCA Federal Credit 20222025

Union
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Notes

"Due to its broader nature, and the differing application and utilization of synod debt reduction programs, this
report focuses on the findings from the Survey of Rostered Ministers. Additional information about Synod Debt
Reduction programs may be found in Appendix B (page 24) of this report.

7 0f the 34 interviewees, 28 were pastors; 3 were deacons; and 3 were candidates for Word and Sacrament
Ministry; 27 were white and 7 were Black, Indigenous, or Persons of Color (BIPOC); their median age was 42;
they were serving in 14 synods.

3 Several examples include United Lutheran Seminary, which began offering full-tuition scholarships in the fall
of 2017 and Luther Seminary, which began offering full-tuition scholarships through its Jubilee Scholarship
Program in the fall of 2018. During this time, the ELCA Fund for Leaders was provided a multi-million dollar
grant for immediate use to provide full-tuition scholarships to ELCA students at ELCA seminaries.

4 ELCA Annual Congregation Report summaries.
5 ELCA Stewards of Abundance debt audits (2006-2015).

¢ The average remaining debt for those ordained in the 1960s has been removed from this figure, as the
number of respondents that still carried debt was too low for reliable analysis.

7 Originally, the task force intended to include the feedback and experiences of more rostered ministers of
color. To achieve this goal, we employed additional survey reminders for rostered ministers of color and
engaged the program directors for ethnic-specific ministries to promote the survey. Although the sample did
not numerically underrepresent rostered ministers of color, their lower number in the sample meant that we
could not conduct analyses on each ethnic-specific group. Rather, to conduct meaningful comparative analysis,
we needed to group all rostered ministers of color together.

& Role and organization upon joining the task force.

Permissions

Cover photo: Luther Seminary graduation. Used with permission.
Icons: Icons created by Freepik — Flaticon. Available at www.flaticon.com.
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