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Abstract 
Since 1949, members of religious clergy have been able to deduct their housing costs from their 
income to reduce their income taxes in Canada via the Clergy Residence Deduction (CRD). In 
2015, this reduced the federal taxes of the median religious professional by $1,829. Through tax 
collection agreements, the CRD also reduces provincial income taxes, amounting to reductions 
in total taxes paid by the median clergy members of $2,150 in New Brunswick to $5,155 in the 
Northwest Territories. According to projections by the Ministry of Finance, the provision of CRDs 
will cost the federal treasury $105 million in foregone revenue in 2021, and has cost the 
government an estimated $1.035 billion between 2011-2021. The CRD represents funds that the 
government could have been collecting and using to support or expand public expenditures. It 
creates a tax burden that must be subsidized by all Canadian taxpayers, regardless of their 
religious affiliation, or lack thereof. Furthermore, it can be easily replaced by existing deductions 
like the work-space-in-the-home tax deduction that are offered to everyone, regardless of their 
religious affiliation or job.  
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BACKGROUND AND HISTORY 
The clergy residence deduction (CRD) was first introduced in 1949 
as an amendment to the Federal Income Tax Act. In the defending 
the proposed amendment, James Sinclair, the Liberal Member of 
Parliament (MP) for Coast-Capilano and Parliamentary Assistant to 
the Minister of Finance, argued that purpose of the CRD was to allow 
members of the clergy to deduct their residential expenses from 
their taxes. He noted that “a minister’s home is, if I may use the 
expression, more or less his place of doing business, the place 
where during week days he ministers to his congregation and 
performs other function in connection with his office.”1 

Many MPs vociferously defended the CRD during committee 
considerations. Gordon Graydon, the Progressive Conservative MP 
for Peel, for example, claimed that not only should the state support 
the work of religious institutions through programs like the CRD, but 
that all Canadians “would regard it as a privilege and an honour to 
bear any extra burden of taxation 

which would become necessary by exempting these men who 
render such signal service in the religious life of our nation.”2  

 “We would not have a nation worth the name if we did 
not have our churches.” MP Gordon Graydon3 

Even the criticism that was raised did not question whether the 
government should provide a tax break to clergy members, but 
rather took issue with the specific of the proposed benefit. One 
critic, James A Byrne, Liberal MP for Kootenay East, argued that 
“no exemptions whatever should be made because of [a person’s] 
particular occupation or profession.”4 Despite this, Byrne was not 
eager to tax members of the clergy, stating that “these men who 

1 Sinclair, J. (1949, November 10). “Income Tax Act”. Canada. House of Commons. House of Commons 
Debates, 2. 21st Parliament, 1st session. Available at 
https://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.debates_HOC2101_02 (retrieved May 18, 2021). 

2 Graydon, G. (1949, November 10). “Income Tax Act”. Canada. House of Commons. House of Commons 
Debates, 2. 21st Parliament, 1st session. Available at 
https://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.debates_HOC2101_02. (retrieved May 18, 2021). 

3 Ibid. 
4 Byrne, J. (1949, November 10). “Income Tax Act”. Canada. House of Commons. House of Commons 

Debates, 2. 21st Parliament, 1st session. Available at 
https://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.debates_HOC2101_02. (retrieved May 18, 2021). 

Figure 1 - MP James Sinclair 
defended the Clergy Residence 
Exemption's introduction in 
1949. (Arthur Roy/Library and 
Archives Canada/PA-047567) 

Figure 2 - MP Gordon Graydon 
argued Canadians should 
"regard it as a privilege and an 
honour to bear any extra burden 
of taxation" to support the 
clergy. (House of Commons) 

https://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.debates_HOC2101_02
https://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.debates_HOC2101_02
https://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.debates_HOC2101_02
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make a complete sacrifice of their entire lives should be taken from the income tax rolls 
entirely.”5 He continued, arguing that members of the clergy “should not be taxed in any way, 
shape or form.”6 His opposition to the resolution was procedural – that creating specific 
deductions would needlessly complicate the tax code. He effectively argued the CRD might lead 
to a slippery slope where other deductions, such as for “professional fees or union dues” might 
be created. Byrne might be disappointed to learn that both of his examples have since been 
added as deductions under the Income Tax Act.7 

At the time that the CRD was being considered, there was considerably more religious 
homogeneity in Canada then there is today,8 so when MPs talked about fostering the religious 
life of the nation, the religion in question was specifically Christianity. This is reflected in the 
language used to introduce the CRD, which includes referring to members of a religious clergy 
as ‘ministers,’ a term typically used to describe members of the Christian clergy, particularly 
protestant denominations. For example, during the debate in the House, Graydon used an 
example of a man teaching with the United Church. 

Thomas Langton Church, Progressive Conservative MP for 
Broadview, argued that the clergy residence deduction  

“should be liberally interpreted to include all the Christian 
clergy.”9 

The Income Tax Act was further amended in 1956 to add a ‘functions 
test’ as a requirement in order for someone to qualify for the CRD.10 This 
amendment was Parliament’s response to a decision of the Tax Appeal 
Board (James Rattray Guthrie v. Minister of National Revenue), where an 
ordained minister of the United Church of Canada was not granted a 
CRD while employed as a full-time professor at Christian Education 
College.11 Ultimately, the Tax Appeal Board chose to grant the CRD due 

                                                      
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Income Tax Act, RSC 1986, c. I-1, S8(i).  
8 See for example Rady-Shaw, J. (n.d.). “Religion during the Second World War.” Wartime Canada. 

Available at https://wartimecanada.ca/essay/worshipping/religion-during-second-world-war (retrieved 
May 17, 2021); and see Statistics Canada. (2021, May 18). “A164-184: Principal religious 
denominations of the population, census dates 1871 to 1971." Available at 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-516-x/sectiona/A164_184-eng.csv (retrieved May 18, 
2021). 

9 Church, T. (1949, November 10). “Income Tax Act”. Canada. House of Commons. House of Commons 
Debates, 2. 21st Parliament, 1st session. Available at 
https://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.debates_HOC2101_02. (retrieved June 4, 2021). 

10 Income Tax Act, RSC 1985, c. I-1, s8(ii). 
11 James Rattray Guthrie v. Minister of National Revenue, 1955, DTC [1955], 605.. 

Figure 3 - MP Thomas 
Langton Church said the 
CRD should include “all the 
Christian Clergy.” (House 
of Commons) 

https://wartimecanada.ca/essay/worshipping/religion-during-second-world-war
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-516-x/sectiona/A164_184-eng.csv
https://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.debates_HOC2101_02
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to the legislation only requiring an individual to be a member of a religious clergy in order to 
receive one. 

The functions test was added to clarify that members of a religious clergy must be “in charge of 
or ministering to a diocese, parish or congregation” in order to be qualify for the CRD.12 During 
the debate on the amendment, Walter Harris, Minister of Finance and Liberal MP for Grey-Bruce, 
clarified that as long as clergy members were ordained and employed by a religious institution 
they would be eligible for an exemption, regardless of whether they were engaged in pastoral or 
administrative work. The intent of the amendment was, in Harris’ words, to specifically exclude 
the “clergyman who is a professor and whose occupation is that of a professor in college.”13 

Along with consolidation in the 1980s and various other minor legislative revisions over the 
years, the only other substantive amendment to the sections of the Income Tax Act concerning 
CRDs was a limitation set out in 2001, delineating the amount of the deduction an individual 
could claim.14 This limit stipulated that the amount of a CRD granted to a person must be no 
greater than one of three calculated amounts (explained below). 

TAX REDUCTIONS FROM THE CLERGY RESIDENCE DEDUCTION 
Today, the CRD is outlined in Section 8 of the Income Tax Act.15 In order to qualify for the 
exemption, a person must meet two criteria, known as the status and functions tests: 

1) Status test: One must be: 

• a member of the clergy, 
• a member of a religious order, or 
• a regular minister of a religious denomination.  

2) Function test: One must be 

• in charge of a diocese, parish or congregation, 
• ministering to a diocese, parish or congregation, or 
• engaged exclusively in full-time administrative service by appointment of a religious 

order or religious denomination.16 

In order to receive a CRD, a person completes Form T1223, which consists of three parts: 

                                                      
12 Bill 418: An Act to amend the Income Tax Act. (1956). 22nd Parliament, 3rd Session. cl. 5. Available at 

https://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.bills_HOC_2203_1/376?r=0&s=1 (retrieved June 7, 2021). 
13 Harris, W. (1956, July 31). “Income Tax Act”. Canada. House of Commons. House of Commons 

Debates, 7. 22nd Parliament, 3rd session. Available at 
https://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.debates_HOC2203_07. (retrieved May 18, 2021). 

14 Income Tax Amendments Act, 2000, Revised Statues of Canada (1985, c. C-17). cl. 3(2). Available at 
https://laws.justice.gc.ca/eng/AnnualStatutes/2001_17/page-2.html (retrieved June 7, 2021). 

15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 

https://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.bills_HOC_2203_1/376?r=0&s=1
https://parl.canadiana.ca/view/oop.debates_HOC2203_07
https://laws.justice.gc.ca/eng/AnnualStatutes/2001_17/page-2.html
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• Part A requires the employee to provide basic information (such as name, address, etc). 
• Part B requires the employer to certify that a person meets the status and functions 

tests. 
• Part C requires the employee to calculate the amount of the deduction they will receive. 

The deduction claimed must be the lowest amount of one of the following calculations: 

1. The total annual income from their employer. 
2. 1/3 of the total annual income from their employer or $10,000 (whichever is greater). 
3. The total cost of rent, utilities, or the fair rental value of their residence (if owned). 

If an employee’s residence is owned by their employer, the amount they are eligible to claim 
does not need to be calculated, but instead is provided in Box 30 of their T4 slip.17 

To get a sense of what this deduction means in real terms, let us consider an average 
clergyperson. Clergy are predominantly classified under National Occupational Classification 
(NOC) 4154 “professional occupations in religion,” which includes “ministers of religion” who 
“conduct religious services, administer the rites of a religious faith or denomination, provide 
spiritual and moral guidance and perform other functions associated with the practice of a 
religion.”18 

According to the 2016 Census Profile, the national median employment income for people 
employed in “professional occupations in religion” in 2015 was $44,463.19 The national median 
monthly shelter cost for a rented dwelling was $1,016. 20 As a result, the calculation on Part C 
(T1223) for average clergy member would be the following: 

1. The total annual income from their employer would be $44,463. 
2. 1/3 of the total annual income from their employer would be $14,821, which is greater 

than $10,000. 

                                                      
17 Government of Canada. (2001). “Line 23100 - Clergy residence deduction: Eligibility requirements 

(clergy).” Available at https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-
agency/services/tax/individuals/topics/about-your-tax-return/tax-return/completing-a-tax-
return/deductions-credits-expenses/line-23100-clergy-residence-deduction/eligibility-requirements-
clergy.html (retrieved April 18, 2021). 

18 Statistics Canada. (2011). “NOC 2011 – 4151 – Professional occupations in religion – unit group.” 
Available at 
https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p3VD.pl?Function=getVD&TVD=122372&CVD=122376&CPV=415
4&CST=01012011&CLV=4&MLV=4 (retrieved June 14, 2021). 

19 Statistics Canada. (2017a). Occupation, employment income statistics (table). Census Profile. 2016 
Census. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 98-400-X2016355. Ottawa. Released November 29, 2017. 
Available at http://bit.ly/2016censusjob (retrieved June 6, 2021). 

20 Note that “Shelter costs for owner households include, where applicable, mortgage payments, property 
taxes and condominium fees, along with the costs of electricity, heat, water and other municipal 
services. For renter households, shelter costs include, where applicable, the rent and the costs of 
electricity, heat, water and other municipal services.” Statistics Canada. (2017b). Shelter cost (table). 
Census Profile. 2016 Census. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 98-400-X2016228. Ottawa. Released 
November 29, 2017. Available at http://bit.ly/2016censusshelter (retrieved June 4, 2021).  

https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/individuals/topics/about-your-tax-return/tax-return/completing-a-tax-return/deductions-credits-expenses/line-23100-clergy-residence-deduction/eligibility-requirements-clergy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/individuals/topics/about-your-tax-return/tax-return/completing-a-tax-return/deductions-credits-expenses/line-23100-clergy-residence-deduction/eligibility-requirements-clergy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/individuals/topics/about-your-tax-return/tax-return/completing-a-tax-return/deductions-credits-expenses/line-23100-clergy-residence-deduction/eligibility-requirements-clergy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/individuals/topics/about-your-tax-return/tax-return/completing-a-tax-return/deductions-credits-expenses/line-23100-clergy-residence-deduction/eligibility-requirements-clergy.html
https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p3VD.pl?Function=getVD&TVD=122372&CVD=122376&CPV=4154&CST=01012011&CLV=4&MLV=4
https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p3VD.pl?Function=getVD&TVD=122372&CVD=122376&CPV=4154&CST=01012011&CLV=4&MLV=4
http://bit.ly/2016censusjob
http://bit.ly/2016censusshelter
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3. The total annual cost of rent, utilities, or the fair rental value of their residence would be 
$12,192. 

As a result, this person would be eligible for a deduction of at least $12,192, as it is the least of 
the above calculated amounts. 

Once a person has calculated the amount of the deduction for which they are eligible, a member 
of the clergy may claim this amount on line 23100 of their Personal Income Tax and Benefits 
Returns.21 This amount is then deducted from their total annual income, reducing the net 
income on which they are required to pay income taxes. For our example, this would mean their 
net income was now $32,271 (the annual income minus the deduction) for income tax 
purposes. 

In 2015, individuals with a net income between $44,701 and $89,401 paid a federal marginal tax 
rate of 22%, with incomes below this range being subject to a 15% tax.22 The CRD therefore 
allows many members of the clergy making upwards of $56,000 to reduce their tax burden to 
the lowest marginal rate. Presuming they do not claim any other deductions, this reduces the 
federal taxes owed by the median member of the clergy from $6,669 to $4,841. 

The clergy residence deduction grants the median clergyperson 
a reduction of $1,829 in federal taxes.  

Every province and territory, except Quebec, has a tax collection agreement with the Canada 
Revenue Agency (CRA).23 This means these provinces base their provincial income taxes on the 
net income calculated for federal taxation. In other words, the CRD reduces the amount of taxes 
paid to provincial governments in the rest of Canada. Using the median salaries for people 
employed in “professional occupations in religion” for each province,24 the median shelter costs 
in each province,25 and provincial marginal tax rates,26 we calculated the reduction in provincial 

                                                      
21 Government of Canada. (2020a). “Clergy residence.” Available at https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-

agency/services/tax/businesses/topics/payroll/benefits-allowances/boarding-lodging/housing-
utilities/clergy-residence.html (retrieved April 18, 2021). 

22 Government of Canada. (2016). “Schedule 1. 2015 T1 Form.” Available at 
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/cra-arc/migration/cra-arc/formspubs/prioryear/t1/2015/5000-
s1/5000-s1-15e.pdf (retrieved June 7, 2021). 

23 Canada Revenue Agency. (2015). “Section 3 – Introduction to the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA)” in 
Canada Revenue Agency Ministerial Transition Documents – November 2015. See “Provincial Tax and 
Benefit Administration”. Available at https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/corporate/about-
canada-revenue-agency-cra/canada-revenue-agency-ministerial-transition-documents-november-
2015/section-3-introduction-canada-revenue-agency-cra-1.html (retrieved June 7, 2021). 

24 Statistics Canada 2017a. 
25 Statistics Canada 2017b. 
26 Deloitte. (2015). “2015 Personal Income Tax Table.” August 1, 2015. Available at 

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/ca/Documents/tax/ca-en-2015-personal-income-
tax-table.PDF (retrieved June 7, 2021). 

https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/businesses/topics/payroll/benefits-allowances/boarding-lodging/housing-utilities/clergy-residence.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/businesses/topics/payroll/benefits-allowances/boarding-lodging/housing-utilities/clergy-residence.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/businesses/topics/payroll/benefits-allowances/boarding-lodging/housing-utilities/clergy-residence.html
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/cra-arc/migration/cra-arc/formspubs/prioryear/t1/2015/5000-s1/5000-s1-15e.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/cra-arc/migration/cra-arc/formspubs/prioryear/t1/2015/5000-s1/5000-s1-15e.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/corporate/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/canada-revenue-agency-ministerial-transition-documents-november-2015/section-3-introduction-canada-revenue-agency-cra-1.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/corporate/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/canada-revenue-agency-ministerial-transition-documents-november-2015/section-3-introduction-canada-revenue-agency-cra-1.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/corporate/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/canada-revenue-agency-ministerial-transition-documents-november-2015/section-3-introduction-canada-revenue-agency-cra-1.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/ca/Documents/tax/ca-en-2015-personal-income-tax-table.PDF
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/ca/Documents/tax/ca-en-2015-personal-income-tax-table.PDF
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and federal taxes for a representative clergyperson in each province. The full calculations are 
provided in the Appendix. The results of these calculations, including the combined provincial 
and federal reductions, are summarized in Table 1. 

Table 1 – Reductions in 2015 income taxes for a median religious professional by province. 

Prov Median 
income 27 

Median shelter 
costs28 

Provincial tax 
reduction 

Federal tax 
reduction 

Total 
reduction 

Percent 
reduction 

BC $43,327 $1,090 $806   $1,962   $2,768  31% 
AB $53,512 $1,362  $1,634   $3,068   $4,703  34% 
SK $43,833 $ 982  $1,296   $1,768   $3,064  27% 
MB $48,303 $ 916  $1,401   $1,901   $3,302  25% 
ON $45,857 $1,174 $914   $2,194   $3,108  33% 
NB $39,153 $ 726 $843   $1,307   $2,150  22% 
NS $37,989 $ 835  $1,398   $1,503   $2,901  30% 
PEI $34,555 $ 801  $1,045   $1,442   $2,487  29% 
NFLD $40,610 $ 769 $979   $1,384   $2,364  25% 
YK $64,692 $1,053  $1,137   $2,780   $3,917  25% 
NWT $62,812 $1,404  $1,449   $3,707   $5,155  34% 
NU $76,544 $ 929 $780   $2,453   $3,233  18% 

 

For Quebec, the median income of a religious professional in 2015 was $32,395, and the median 
monthly shelter cost was $811. The CRD reduces the federal income tax owed by a typical 
member of the Quebec clergy from $4,859 to $3,399, for a reduction of $1,460.  

Clergy in the Northwest Territories saw the largest reductions, an estimated $5,155, or 34%, in 
2015. Even in New Brunswick, where the median shelter costs were the lowest in the country, 
the CRD still reduced the median clergyperson’s taxes by $2,150. Religious professional in 
Nunavut had the highest median salaries in 2015 ($76,544), and the CRD reduced their 
provincial income taxes by $780 and the federal taxes by $2,453, for a total of $3,233. Across 
Canada, CRDs allow clergy members to reduce their income taxes by as much as one-third. 

Given the relationship of the CRD to income and shelter costs, the higher the shelter costs in a 
region and the higher the salaries of clergy members, the greater the deductions. Vancouver has 
some of the highest housing costs in the country and helps illustrate just how large these 
deductions can be. Take an example of the highest paid member of the clergy of the Anglican 
Diocese of New Westminster would earn a reported $100,623 in 2021, not including any 
additional transportation allowances or employment benefits.29 The average rent for a two-

                                                      
27 Statistics Canada 2017a. 
28 Statistics Canada 2017b. 
29 Anglican Diocese of New Westminster. (n.d.). “2021 clergy compensation guidelines.” Available at 

https://www.vancouver.anglican.ca/resources/compensation-package-for-2021/pages/2021-clergy-
compensation-guidelines (retrieved June 9, 2021). 

https://www.vancouver.anglican.ca/resources/compensation-package-for-2021/pages/2021-clergy-compensation-guidelines
https://www.vancouver.anglican.ca/resources/compensation-package-for-2021/pages/2021-clergy-compensation-guidelines
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bedroom home in Vancouver in October 2020 was $2,093.30 The CRD would allow this 
hypothetical clergyperson to reduce their 2021 BC income taxes from $9,025 to $5,627 and their 
federal taxes from $18,706 to $15,828. 

Vancouver’s highest paid Anglican priest could reduce their taxes by $6,276. 

FEDERAL COSTS OF THE CLERGY RESIDENCE DEDUCTION 
We analyzed the T1 Final Statistics for 2017, which was the most recent year for which data 
were available. In 2017, a total of 27,140 individuals were granted CRDs. These totalled 
$394,726,000 in income that was exempted from taxation (see Table 2).31 Nationally, the 
average clergyperson qualified for a deduction of $14,544. 

Table 2 – 2017 clergy residence deduction statistics.32 

Province Number of claims Amount deducted  Average deduction 
British Columbia 4,390 $67,183,000 $15,304 
Alberta 3,800 $60,716,000 $15,978 
Saskatchewan 1,390 $18,348,000 $13,200 
Manitoba 1,660 $21,909,000 $13,198 
Ontario 11,240 $173,906,000 $15,472 
Quebec 1,970 $21,459,000 $10,893 
New Brunswick 850 $10,378,000  $12,209  
Nova Scotia 900 $10,704,000 $11,893 
Prince Edward Island 160 $1,793,000 $11,206 
Newfoundland & 
Labrador 

630 $6,558,000 $10,410  

Yukon 40 $473,000 $11,825 
Northwest Territories 40 $526,000 $13,150 
Nunavut 20 $317,000 $15,850 
Non-Residents 50 $457,000 $9,140 
Total 27,140 $394,726,000  $14,544  

 

                                                      
30 Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation. (2020). “Vancouver (CY) – Historical average rents by 

bedroom type.” Rental Market Survey. Available at http://bit.ly/cmhcyvr (retrieved June 9, 2021). 
31 Canada Revenue Agency. (2019). “T1 Final Statistics, 2017 Taxation Year.” Available at 

https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/programs/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/income-
statistics-gst-hst-statistics/t1-final-statistics/2017-tax-year.html#_Description_of_final (retrieved April 
18, 2021). 

32 Ibid. 

http://bit.ly/cmhcyvr
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/programs/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/income-statistics-gst-hst-statistics/t1-final-statistics/2017-tax-year.html#_Description_of_final
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/programs/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/income-statistics-gst-hst-statistics/t1-final-statistics/2017-tax-year.html#_Description_of_final
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/programs/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/income-statistics-gst-hst-statistics/t1-final-statistics/2017-tax-year.html#_Description_of_final
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/programs/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/income-statistics-gst-hst-statistics/t1-final-statistics/2017-tax-year.html#_Description_of_final
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Ontario had the most CRDs granted, with 11,240 returns. The number of CRDs granted in BC 
(4,390) and Alberta (3,800) exceeded the number granted in Quebec (1,970), despite Quebec 
being significantly more populous than either province. 

According to estimates from the Ministry of Finance, each year between 2011 and 2017, $85 to 
$95 million in tax revenue went uncollected as a result of CRDs (Figure 4 and Table 3). This 
means that in 2017, $394 million was exempted from taxation under the CRD, which resulted in 
an estimated $95 million in uncollected tax revenue. After 2017, the Ministry only provides 
projections, until the final calculations are completed. In 2021, the amount of revenue that will 
be foregone as a result of CRDs is projected to reach $105 million. 

For the period of 2011-2021, the provision of CRDs cost 
the federal treasury over $1 billion in foregone tax revenue. 

While the total number of CRD claims granted declined by 3.5% between 2011 and 2017 (Table 
3), the total dollar amount of CRD exemptions increased by 9.7%. Over that same period, 
inflation was 8.85%.33 In other words, the cost of CRDs is both outpacing inflation and the 
benefits are being increasingly concentrated in a fewer and fewer hands. 

 

Figure 4 – Clergy residence deduction for 2011-2021.34 

                                                      
33 Bank of Canada. (n.d.).”Inflation calculator.” (nd). Available at 

https://www.bankofcanada.ca/rates/related/inflation-calculator/ (retrieved June 7, 2021). 
34 Government of Canada. (2020b). “Report on federal tax expenditures - concepts, estimates and 

evaluations 2020.” Available at https://www.canada.ca/en/department-
finance/services/publications/federal-tax-expenditures/2020.html (retrieved April 18, 2021), p.37 
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Table 3 – Clergy residence deduction statistics between 2011-2021.35  

Tax year Number of claims Amount deducted Estimated uncollected revenue 

2011 28,140 $359,957,000 $85,000,000 
2012 27,720 $363,023,000 $90,000,000 
2013 28,300 $370,110,000 $85,000,000 
2014 27,250 $374,014,000 $90,000,000 
2015 27,210 $381,801,000 $90,000,000 
2016 27,040 $387,608,000 $95,000,000 
2017 27,140 $394,726,000 $95,000,000 
2018 n/a n/a $95,000,000 
2019 n/a n/a $100,000,000 
2020 n/a n/a $105,000,000 
2021 n/a n/a $105,000,000 

 

By comparing the number of CRD claims with the number of people who reported having a 
professional occupation in religion, we can see that uptake for the deduction is significant. 
Table 4 shows the comparison between the number of claims in 2015 reported in the T1 Final 
Statistics36 and the number of religious professionals reported in Census Profile 2016.37 These 
data are approximate as the Census Profile is based on a sample one in four households and 
the T1 statistics are rounded to the nearest 10 for confidentiality. Roughly 92% of Canadian 
religious professionals claimed the deduction in 2015. 

  

                                                      
35 Data based on Canada Revenue Agency 2019; Government of Canada. (2017). “Report on federal tax 

expenditures - concepts, estimates and evaluations 2017.”Available at 
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/fin/migration/taxexp-depfisc/2017/taxexp-depfisc17-eng.pdf 
(retrieved April 18, 2021), p.42; and Government of Canada 2020b:37. 

36 Canada Revenue Agency. (2017). “T1 Final Statistics 2017 edition (for the 2015 tax year).” Available at 
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/programs/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/income-
statistics-gst-hst-statistics/t1-final-statistics/final-statistics-2017-edition-2015-tax-year.html (retrieved 
June 14, 2021). 

37 Statistics Canada 2017a. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/services/publications/federal-tax-expenditures/2020.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/services/publications/federal-tax-expenditures/2020.html
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/fin/migration/taxexp-depfisc/2017/taxexp-depfisc17-eng.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/programs/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/income-statistics-gst-hst-statistics/t1-final-statistics/final-statistics-2017-edition-2015-tax-year.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/programs/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/income-statistics-gst-hst-statistics/t1-final-statistics/final-statistics-2017-edition-2015-tax-year.html
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Table 4 – Number of clergy residence deduction claims in 2015 versus reported number of religious professionals. 

Province CRD 
claims38 

Religious 
professionals39 Percent claimed 

British Columbia 4340 4740 92% 
Alberta 3730 4015 93% 
Saskatchewan 1420 1475 96% 
Manitoba 1620 1575 103% 
Ontario 11350 12690 89% 
Quebec 2030 2125 96% 
New Brunswick 880 920 96% 
Nova Scotia 930 970 96% 
Prince Edward Island 160 170 94% 
Newfoundland & Labrador 640 720 89% 
Yukon 30 40 75% 
Northwest Territories 50 35 143% 
Nunavut 10 15 67% 
Non-residents 40 - - 
Total 27210 29485 92% 

 

DISCUSSION 
In granting a tax deduction, the state signals that a specific endeavour is something that 
contributes to the public good. When applied to the case of CRDs, government is not only 
endorsing religion over nonreligion, but is arguably endorsing those specific religious traditions 
that conform to certain cultural norms. Given the overtly Christian benchmark for determining 
who is eligible for a CRD, this deduction seems to favour that religion over others, thereby 
reinforcing Christian hegemony in an ostensibly secular and pluralistic society. This 
endorsement runs afoul of the state’s duty of religious neutrality. On top of all of this, because 
the state does not have a functioning definition of what constitutes a religion, nor may such a 
definition even be possible, it cannot functionally apply the CRD. 

Granting CRDs also risks supporting individuals whose actions undermine Canadian values or 
who violate the law or public health regulations. Every exemption creates an opportunity cost, 
whereby the government avoids collecting funds that it could otherwise allocate to worthwhile 
projects to improve the well-being of all Canadians. Here we consider each of these issues in 
turn.  

                                                      
38 Canada Revenue Agency 2017. 
39 Statistics Canada 2017a. 



 - 15 - 

Violating the duty of religious neutrality 
Through the CRD, the government is explicitly supporting religion over non-religion, a clear 
violation of the government’s duty of religious neutrality. That duty was articulated by the 
Supreme Court of Canada in its 2015 decision in Mouvement laïque québécois v. Saguenay.40 
While this case dealt with the issue of opening municipal council meetings with prayer, the 
ruling has broad implications.  

Saguenay established that when it comes to matters of religion, the state must remain neutral, 
which means “abstaining from taking any position and thus avoid adhering to a particular 
belief.”41 Writing for the majority, Justice Gascon elaborated, noting that  

“True neutrality is concerned not with a strict separation of church and state on 
questions related to religious thought. The purpose of neutrality is instead to 
ensure that the state is, and appears to be, open to all points of view regardless 
of their spiritual basis. Far from requiring separation, true neutrality requires 
that the state neither favour nor hinder any religion, and that it abstain from 
taking any position on this subject.” 42 

By offering a special tax advantage to members of a narrowly defined group of ‘religious clergy,’ 
the state favours some religions over others, and religious belief over non-belief in general. The 
CRD requires all Canadians, religious and nonreligious alike, to carry an “extra burden of 
taxation” so that a small number of religious elites may pay less to the society in which they live, 
work, and play.43  

It undermines the notion of fairness in our tax system and creates a transfer of 
wealth from all Canadians to the leaders of select religious orders.  

Undermining Charter values 
The CRD is available to clergy regardless of their adherence to the values enshrined in the 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms, or even public health restrictions that have been adopted during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms applies to the actions of all levels of government. 
It establishes that “every individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to the 
equal protection and equal benefit of the law without discrimination.”44 As a result, governments 

                                                      
40 Mouvement laïque québécois v. Saguenay (City), 2015, SCC 16 [2015] 2 S.C.R. 3. 
41 Saguenay, paras. 72 and 137. 
42 Saguenay, para. 137. 
43 Graydon 1949. 
44 Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, s 15, Part 1 of the Constitution Act, 1982, being Schedule B to 

the Canada Act 1982 (UK), 1982, c 11. 
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in Canada should not be supporting or granting special tax exemptions to programs, 
organizations or individuals that discriminate against people on the basis of race, national or 
ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age, or mental or physical disability. 

The Government of Canada has put this into practice in the way it allocates funds through the 
Canada’s Summer Jobs program. In 2018, the government updated rules concerning which 
organizations could receive funds from the program, which matches funds to organizations that 
hire young people to work for them over the summer. The government adopted rules “requiring 
applicants to declare… that the organization does not actively work to infringe upon human 
rights, including access to abortion,”45 and 26 applications were rejected on this basis in 2019.46 
This rule operationalizes the principle that the government should not fund organizations that 
are actively working to undermine core Charter rights. 

Unfortunately, this is not the case with the CRD, which is granted to members of religious clergy 
without any evaluation of whether they exemplify the values enshrined in the Charter. Consider, 
for example, Regina pastor Terry Murphy who has been criticized by community leaders for 
comments they say perpetuate sexism and homophobia. 47 These comments, however, are 
unlikely to disqualify him from the subsidy. And despite being condemned by the BC Muslim 
Association for calling Christians, Jews, and atheists ‘filthy’ and ‘evil,’ Imam Yonnus Kathrada 
could also likely claim the exemption.48 

The same holds true for individuals who overtly and consciously violate the law or regulations. 
Consider, for example, James Coates, the pastor of GraceLife Church in Alberta. He has flouted 
restrictions on large gatherings, undermining and violating regulations put in place to stop the 
spread of a deadly pandemic. 49 Presumably, Coates is eligible for a CRD. Likewise, a number of 
other clergy members have also been fined for violating COVID regulations.50 In early 2021, for 

                                                      
45 Smith, J. (2019, August 29). “Trudeau Liberals continue to ask applicants for summer job funds their 

view on abortion.” National Post. Available at https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/feds-denied-
summer-job-grants-to-26-groups-over-abortion-rights-issue (retrieved February 17, 2021). 

46 Global News. (2019, August 29). “26 groups denied Canada Summer Jobs grants over abortion stance.” 
Available at https://globalnews.ca/news/5831085/canada-summer-jobs-abortion/ (retrieved February 
17, 2021). 

47 Djuric, M. (2021, March 10). “Community leaders blast Regina pastor’s sermon as homophobic.” CBC 
News. Available at https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatchewan/regina-victory-church-sermon-
homophobic-accusations-1.5942422 (retrieved June 4, 2021). 

48 Todd, D. (2021, March 2). “BC Muslims rattled by confrontation with Victoria imam.” Vancouver Sun. 
Available at https://vancouversun.com/opinion/douglas-todd-b-c-muslims-rattled-by-confrontational-
victoria-imam (retrieved June 4, 2021). 

49 Short, D. (2021, May 16). “GraceLife Church continuing to gather as Alberta steps up enforcement 
against scofflaws.” Edmonton Journal. Available at: https://edmontonjournal.com/news/local-
news/gracelife-church-continuing-to-gather-as-alberta-steps-up-enforcement-against-scofflaws 
(retrieved June 4, 2021). 

50 For more on places of worship violating health regulations around the COVID-19 pandemic, see Phelps 
Bondaroff, T., Thom, A., Prasad, R., & Bushfield, I. (2021, February). "A public good? Property tax 
exemptions for places of worship in British Columbia." BC Humanist Association, 1-37. Available at 
https://www.bchumanist.ca/a_public_good (retrieved June 6, 2021), p. 23-28. 

https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/feds-denied-summer-job-grants-to-26-groups-over-abortion-rights-issue
https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/feds-denied-summer-job-grants-to-26-groups-over-abortion-rights-issue
https://globalnews.ca/news/5831085/canada-summer-jobs-abortion/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatchewan/regina-victory-church-sermon-homophobic-accusations-1.5942422
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatchewan/regina-victory-church-sermon-homophobic-accusations-1.5942422
https://vancouversun.com/opinion/douglas-todd-b-c-muslims-rattled-by-confrontational-victoria-imam
https://vancouversun.com/opinion/douglas-todd-b-c-muslims-rattled-by-confrontational-victoria-imam
https://edmontonjournal.com/news/local-news/gracelife-church-continuing-to-gather-as-alberta-steps-up-enforcement-against-scofflaws
https://edmontonjournal.com/news/local-news/gracelife-church-continuing-to-gather-as-alberta-steps-up-enforcement-against-scofflaws
https://www.bchumanist.ca/a_public_good
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example, the Supreme Court of BC upheld the $2,300 tickets given to several pastors and places 
of worship for violating provincial health orders in BC.51 

When clergy members who defiantly violate health orders or openly discriminate receive tax 
exemptions, the state is supporting actions that harm the public and undermining the 
constitutional values of this country. 

Opportunity costs 
The federal government has foregone over $1 billion over the past decade as a result of 
granting CRDs. Additionally, through their tax collection agreements, every province (except 
Quebec) has also contributed to the subsidy from their own treasuries. The lost dollars 
represent funds that the government could have been collecting and using to support or expand 
public expenditures. One such example is the COVID-19 Emergency Food Security Fund, which 
cost roughly $100 million.52 That fund could be made permanent through the abolition of the 
CRD. 

If, rather than privilege members of a specific profession, the Government of Canada’s rationale 
for continuing to grant CRD’s is to provide an exemption for persons whose homes double as a 
workspace, the "work-space-in-the-home” tax deduction would adequately fulfill this goal. This 
benefit allows individuals who work from home a majority of the time the ability to receive a 
deduction on their personal income taxes based on the size of their work space and other work 
related expenses (such as office supplies, internet access, or phone expenses).53 Unlike the 
CRD, the work-space-in-the-home deduction respects the state’s duty of neutrality as it is 
available to everyone, regardless of their profession. 

The work-space-in-the-home deduction is also strictly limited to space that is used for work, 
rather than an individual’s entire housing expenses. Recipients of the work-space-in-the-home 
deduction are required to calculate the size of their workspace (by area), determine the 
percentage of their home constituted by this space, and determine the percentage of their home 
that this space comprises. A number of other factors enter into the calculus, including "the 
number of hours you use the space for work can affect the amount of expenses you can claim, 
and depends on the type of your work space: a common (shared) area or designated room."54 

                                                      
51 Beaudoin v British Columbia, 2021 BCSC 512; and see Wood, G. (2020, December 21). “Churches 

breaking COVid-19 rules still get tax breaks.” Times Colonist. Available at 
https://www.timescolonist.com/covid-19/churches-breaking-covid-19-rules-still-get-government-tax-
breaks-1.24258550 (retrieved February 15, 2021). 

52 Government of Canada. (2021). “Emergency Food Security Fund.” Available at 
https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/agricultural-programs-and-services/emergency-food-security-
fund/?id=1585855025072 (retrieved April 18, 2021). 

53 Government of Canada. (2020c). “Line 22900 - Other employment expenses: Home office expenses for 
employees.” Available at http://tiny.cc/cylytz (retrieved April 18, 2021). 

54 Government of Canada. (2020d, December 15). "Home office expenses for employees: Determine your 
work space use." Available at https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-
agency/services/tax/individuals/topics/about-your-tax-return/tax-return/completing-a-tax-

https://www.timescolonist.com/covid-19/churches-breaking-covid-19-rules-still-get-government-tax-breaks-1.24258550
https://www.timescolonist.com/covid-19/churches-breaking-covid-19-rules-still-get-government-tax-breaks-1.24258550
https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/agricultural-programs-and-services/emergency-food-security-fund/?id=1585855025072
https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/agricultural-programs-and-services/emergency-food-security-fund/?id=1585855025072
http://tiny.cc/cylytz
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/individuals/topics/about-your-tax-return/tax-return/completing-a-tax-return/deductions-credits-expenses/line-229-other-employment-expenses/work-space-home-expenses/work-space-use.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/individuals/topics/about-your-tax-return/tax-return/completing-a-tax-return/deductions-credits-expenses/line-229-other-employment-expenses/work-space-home-expenses/work-space-use.html
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The number of workers in the home is also factored in. Though complicated, this deduction 
is flexible, and accommodates different working scenarios and work space layouts. It also 
ensures that only space actively used for work is deducted, rather than writing off the entire 
home. As a result, adopting this method for all people, regardless of religious affiliation or 
position, would ultimately reduce the costs to the treasury, even if everyone currently 
claiming the CRD were to claim the work-space-in-the-home credit. 

As the critics predicted in 1949, a growing number of tax credits and deductions have led to an 
increasingly complicated tax code. Observing that the Income Tax Act has expanded from 4,000 
words at its introduction, to over 1.1 million in 2019, researcher Kevin Brookes and economist 
Mathie Bédard have argued for sweeping reforms to the tax code. Bookes and Bédard note that 
in particular, “this complexity hits low-income taxpayers even harder, as they devote a larger 
share of their income to complying with the law.”55 The convolutions of the code create 
headaches for taxpayers, paperwork for accountants and extra expenditures for the 
bureaucracy. In 2016, recognizing the advantages of a streamlined tax system, the newly-
elected Liberal government sought to repeal what were deemed ‘boutique’ tax credits that had 
added up over the years.56 Clearly there remains work to be done.  

Reinforcing Christian hegemony 

Clergy residence deductions do not just promote religion in general, but are 
reasonably seen as an effort to privilege Christian leaders in particular. 

Far from using maximally neutral language, the status and function tests employ overtly 
Christian terms – words like ‘minister,’ ‘parish’ and ‘clergy.’57 In reviewing the historical debate in 
the House of Commons during the introduction of the CRD in 1949, MPs argued for a “liberal 
interpretation” when granting CRDs; however, these sentiments were expressed as a means of 
ensuring that all “Christian clergy” receive the exemptions.58 As there have been no substantial 
changes to the language used in the legislation pertaining to the CRD, the overtly Christian 
terms and intent of the post-war (and pre-Charter) period remain the law. 

                                                      
return/deductions-credits-expenses/line-229-other-employment-expenses/work-space-home-
expenses/work-space-use.html (retrieved June 14, 2021). 

55 Brookes, K. & Bédard, M. (2019, April 10). “Paying income taxes is bad enough. Canada’s brutally 
complicated system makes it worse.” Financial Post. Available at 
https://financialpost.com/opinion/paying-income-taxes-is-bad-enough-canadas-brutally-complicated-
system-makes-it-worse (retrieved June 10, 2021). 

56 Young, L. (2016, March 22). “Federal budget 2016: Trudeau eliminates Harper-era tax credits.” Global 
News. Available at https://globalnews.ca/news/2594044/federal-budget-2016-trudeau-eliminates-
harper-era-tax-credits/ (retrieved June 9, 2021). 

57 Income Tax Act, RSC 1985, c. I-1., s8(i). 
58 Church 1949. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/individuals/topics/about-your-tax-return/tax-return/completing-a-tax-return/deductions-credits-expenses/line-229-other-employment-expenses/work-space-home-expenses/work-space-use.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/tax/individuals/topics/about-your-tax-return/tax-return/completing-a-tax-return/deductions-credits-expenses/line-229-other-employment-expenses/work-space-home-expenses/work-space-use.html
https://financialpost.com/opinion/paying-income-taxes-is-bad-enough-canadas-brutally-complicated-system-makes-it-worse
https://financialpost.com/opinion/paying-income-taxes-is-bad-enough-canadas-brutally-complicated-system-makes-it-worse
https://globalnews.ca/news/2594044/federal-budget-2016-trudeau-eliminates-harper-era-tax-credits/
https://globalnews.ca/news/2594044/federal-budget-2016-trudeau-eliminates-harper-era-tax-credits/
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Making Christianity the standard in this way should be obviously problematic, even beyond the 
breach of the state’s duty of neutrality that it represents. It risks excluding a wide range of 
religious traditions by entrenching a specific and narrow understanding of what constitutes a 
religion.59 Such a practice not only reinforces the hegemony of one religion – Christianity – over 
others, but also runs the risk of excluding a wide range of religious traditions that differ 
significantly from the benchmark, notably religious traditions from non-European cultures.60  

As Beaman explains, using Christianity as a baseline suggests that there is an acceptable 
“vision and version of a history that belongs only to a particular segment of society, which is in 
turn located at the apex of a hierarchy of citizenship and belonging.”61 This diminishes other 
religious traditions, or those who lack religion, suggesting that they are lesser, or worthy of less 
consideration. 

The intent and purpose of the CRD are plainly apparent in light of the historical context, the 
language used by MPs during its consideration and the refusal of Parliament to significantly 
update the law over the past 70 years. 

Both the spirit and letter of the clergy residence deduction 
are deeply entwined with a Christian supremacist worldview.  

The CRD has clearly remained a relic of a more religiously homogenous past, even as Canada 
has diversified in the intervening decades. While in 1951, 96% of Canadians reported being 
Christian,62 by 2011, the number had declined to 67%.63 

                                                      
59 See Bushfield I., & Phelps Bondaroff, T. (2020). “Arbiters of Faith: Legislative Assembly of BC 

Entanglement with Religious Dogma Resulting from Legislative Prayer.” Secularism and Nonreligion, 9, 
1-16. 

60 See for example Oman, D. (2013). “Defining religion and spirituality.” In Handbook of the psychology of 
religion and spirituality (2nd Ed.). Eds. R.F. Paloutzian, & C.L. Park. New York, USA: The Guilford Press, 
p.23-47. 

61 Beaman, L.G. (2020). The Transition of Religion to Culture in Law and Public Discourse. Routledge.  
62 Statistics Canada. (2014). Table A164-184: 

Principal religious denominations of the population, census dates, 1871 to 1971. Last modified July 2, 
2014. Available at https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-516-x/sectiona/4147436-eng.htm#1 
(retrieved June 6, 2021).  

63 Statistics Canada. (2016). “Two thirds of population declare Christian as their religion.” Available at 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/91-003-x/2014001/section03/33-eng.htm (retrieved June 6, 
2021). 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-516-x/sectiona/4147436-eng.htm#1
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/91-003-x/2014001/section03/33-eng.htm
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Defining religion 

 “Canadian jurisprudence has consistently found that it is inappropriate for the 
state to adjudicate what constitutes a religion.”64 

Granting a tax deduction for members of religious orders requires the government to adopt a 
working definition of what qualifies as a ‘religion.’ However, developing such a definition is 
challenging.65 The process is fraught with bias, as those developing such a definition tend to 
build it using conceptions based on majoritarian religions with which they are familiar. As a 
result, the matter of who participates in the formulation of a definition is important and can 
heavily influence the outcome.66 The rough definitions we see government agencies using in 
Canada reflect this problem, as these definitions tend to rely heavily on historically ‘European’ 
understandings and ideas, and struggle to accommodate and incorporate spiritual and religious 
traditions from non-European cultures.67 Without a clear definition of religion, it is difficult for 
the CRA to determine what constitutes a member of a religious clergy or religious practice for 
the purpose of granting a CRD.  

As the Justice Iacobucci wrote for the majority of the Supreme Court of Canada in Syndicat 
Northcrest v Amselem, “the State is in no position to be, nor should it become, the arbiter of 
religious dogma,” and further that “secular judicial determinations of theological or religious 
disputes, or of contentious matters of religious doctrine, unjustifiably entangle the court in the 
affairs of religion.“68  

Unfortunately, this is exactly what the CRD forces bureaucrats at the CRA to do. For example, in 
Koop v The Queen, the court found itself determining whether or not members of two different 
religious organizations could be considered ‘ministering’ and therefore eligible for CRDs. The 
organizations in question were Youth for Christ and Navigate, both of which are Christian 
organizations that facilitate youth programming such as running drop in centres for 
disadvantaged youth in Winnipeg and Saskatoon.69 In this case, Justice Bowman contended 
that a central question was whether or not ‘religious organizations’ could be considered 

                                                      
64 Ogilvie, M.H. (2015). “The meaning of ‘religion and the role of the courts in the adjudication of religious 

matters: An English and Canadian comparison.” Canadian Bar Review, 93(1), 303-326, cited by 
Bushfield, I., & Phelps Bondaroff, T. (2020). “Arbiters of faith: Legislative Assembly of BC 
entanglement with religious dogma resulting from legislative prayer.” Secularism and Nonreligion, 9, 1-
16, p.3. 

65 Siding Jensen, J. (2019). What is religion? (2nd Ed.). J. Siding Jensen (Ed.). London, UK: Routledge; 
Platvoet, J.G., & Molendijk, A.L. (1999). The pragmatics of defining religion: contexts, concepts and 
contests. J.G. Platvoet & A.L. Molendijk (eds.). The Netherlands: Brill; Plavoet, J.G. (1990). “The 
definers defined: traditions in the definition of religion.” Method & Theory in the Study of Religion, 2(2), 
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66 For a detailed exploration of these challenges, see Bushfield & Phelps Bondaroff 2020. 
67 Oman 2013; and see Southwold, M. (1978, September). “Buddhism and the definition of religion.” Man, 

13(3), 362-379. 
68 Syndicat Northcrest v. Amselem, 2004, 2 S.C.R. 551 [2004] SCC 47, para. 50. 
69 Koop et al. v. The Queen, 1999, 99 DTC 707 [1999] 3 CTC 2084. 
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‘religious orders.’ Bowman prefaced that in order to make a ruling, he was required, on behalf of 
the state, to make judgements on whether “ecclesiastical concepts” met the requirements laid 
out by the Income Tax Act. He also noted that this would be a difficult task, as such 
ecclesiastical concepts were “far richer, more varied, and permutable” than could be accounted 
for by the government.70 

In order to reach his judgement, he laid out criteria, such as a “strict moral and spiritual regime 
of self-sacrifice” and a “sense of communality” that needed to be met in order for an 
organization to be considered a religious order.71 These criteria are in and of themselves 
problematic, as just as the government lacks a functional definition of ‘religion,’ it also does not 
have a definition of the even more nebulous term ‘spiritual.’  

Setting this aside, there are additional problems with this approach. In Koop, the appellants and 
respondents provided expert evidence based on religious authorities and texts in an attempt to 
meet these criteria. Ultimately, it was ruled that Youth for Christ met this criteria and their 
members were eligible to obtain CRDs, while Navigators did not.72 In the more recent case of 
Lichtman v The Queen, Justice Campbell heard expert testimony from the ‘Rabbinical Court’ and 
other Jewish clergy and consulted religious texts before ruling on what constituted Orthodox 
Jewish religious practice.73 

We can see why the Court in Amselem warned the state of the challenges and hazards of 
attempting to adjudicate religious dogma. For the judiciary is not equipped to arbitrate 
competing religious claims presented in religious texts and by religious authorities. Given the 
nature of some religious claims and epistemologies, such as knowledge through divine 
revelation, a member of the judiciary may not even be equipped to make a determination on the 
basis of an individual’s claims to religious expertise. 

Without a definition of religion, the government and judiciary are incapable of 
determining whether or not something qualifies as a religion 

 such that its texts and experts could be granted consideration.  

Here Carleton University legal professor M.H. Ogilvie’s exploration of the complex historical 
difficulties with both the language of the CRD and attempts to interpret it is informative.74 
Pointing to the “tremendous changes in the religious landscape of Canada since 1949,” she 
writes that “the repeated reversals and inconsistencies over time in the application of [CRDs] 

                                                      
70 Koop, para. 3. 
71 Koop, paras. 4 and 5. 
72 Koop, para. 19. 
73 Lichtman v The Queen, 2017, TCC 252, para. 9. 
74 Ogilvie, M.H. (2001). “Statutory interpretation - church and state - Income Tax Act - Clergy Housing 

Deduction: The Clergy Residence Deduction Cases.” Canadian Bar Review, 80 (3), 990-1010. Available 
at https://canlii.ca/t/2clp (retrieved June 4, 2021). 

https://canlii.ca/t/2clp
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suggest that the section [of the Income Tax Act] may no longer be administratively manageable 
as currently drafted.”75 Judicial interpretation, in Ogilvie’s view, has stretched the definitions of 
‘religious orders’ and ‘congregations’ beyond recognition. She criticized Bowman’s ruling as “a 
complete gutting of any meaning, either theological or otherwise.”76 

Finally, requiring agents at the CRA to make decisions as to what constitutes a religion or 
‘ministering’ is both unfair and unconstitutional. It is unfair, as those agents are hardly in a 
position to effectively render decisions on topics of such deep semantic debates. It is 
potentially unconstitutional, as doing so puts the state in a position of adjudicating on religious 
dogma, which is expressly prohibited by Amselem.77  

CONCLUSION 
The CRD is a tax deduction that lets qualifying individuals reduce their income taxes by up to 
one-third. It is available to fewer than 30,000 Canadians and only to those who fit a Christian 
conception of leading a community. The CRD ultimately privileges those who work to promote 
and engage in religious practices. Furthermore, it creates a preference for those who are a part 
of majoritarian (Christian) religious orders, as clearly stated in the language used in the status 
and function tests. 

The continuation of the CRD undermines the basic principles of fairness that most would expect 
from our tax system. If the government is looking for workers to venerate through tax benefits, 
we need look no further than the frontline workers – the long-term care workers, the healthcare 
professionals, the grocery store clerks, the childcare workers, the delivery people and many 
more – who put their lives during the COVID-19 pandemic to keep our society functioning 
amidst various levels of lockdown. It is particularly notable that during those lockdowns, Public 
Safety Canada did not deem religion to be an “essential service.”78 In granting a tax deduction, 
the state signals that a specific endeavour is something that contributes to the public good. In 
granting this particular deduction to the clergy, the state seems to have gotten its signals 
crossed. 

A review of the historical debates in the House of Commons during the introduction of the CRD, 
makes it clear that part of this law’s intention was to uphold the work of religious – primarily 
Christian – clergy and institutions in the belief that they inherently provide a public good and are 
therefore an activity worthy of state subsidy. The CRD exists explicitly to support the 
advancement of Christianity and religion in general. Singling out members of religious clergy for 
a special exemption is a clear violation of the state’s duty of religious neutrality, as delineated 

                                                      
75 Ibid. p. 1008. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Bushfield & Phelps Bondaroff 2020.  
78 Public Safety Canada. (2021, Jan 15). “Guidance on Essential Services and Functions in Canada During 

the COVID-19 Pandemic.” Available at https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/ntnl-scrt/crtcl-nfrstrctr/esf-
sfe-en.aspx (retrieved June 10, 2021). 

https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/ntnl-scrt/crtcl-nfrstrctr/esf-sfe-en.aspx
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/ntnl-scrt/crtcl-nfrstrctr/esf-sfe-en.aspx
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by the Supreme Court of Canada in Saguenay. As a result, this tax deduction should be 
scrapped.  

Where Ogilvie pointedly asked “should tax privileges of this type continue in a 
pluralistic society?” we answer with a clear no.79 

If the federal government chooses to maintain CRDs, it means continued paperwork, less 
money for public spending on programs and the continued privileging of religious groups and 
their leaders, including those who flout public health restrictions and who promote bigotry. 
However, if the government chooses to discontinue the CRD, it could eliminate a tax expenditure 
of up to $105 million per year that Canadian taxpayers are currently expected to subsidize, in 
addition to the expenditures foisted upon every province (except Quebec). Abolishing the CRD 
would allow the state to uphold its duty of religious neutrality, by ending a practice that 
privileges religious groups. This would also obviate the need for the bureaucracy and courts to 
weigh in on theological debates in order to render decisions as to the application of the CRD. 

  

                                                      
79 Ogilvie 2001:1009. 
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APPENDIX: CLERGY RESIDENCE DEDUCTION TAX REDUCTION CALCULATIONS 
Step 1: Calculate CRD deduction 
The CRD is the lesser of (1) the individual’s annual salary; (2) the greater of one-third of their 
annual salary or $10,000; or (3) their annual shelter costs. Median salary and shelter costs were 
taken from Census 2016.80 The net income is the annual salary, minus the deduction. 

Table 5 - Calculated deductions for the median religious official paying the median shelter cost, by province. 

Province Median 
salary  

1/3 
income 

 Shelter 
costs  

Annual 
shelter  Deduction   Net 

income  
BC $43,327  $14,442  $1,090  $13,080  $13,080  $30,247  
Alberta $53,512  $17,837  $1,362  $16,344  $16,344  $37,168  
Saskatchewan $43,833  $14,611  $982  $11,784  $11,784  $32,049  
Manitoba $48,303  $16,101  $916  $10,992  $10,992  $37,311  
Ontario $45,857  $15,286  $1,174  $14,088  $14,088  $31,769  
Quebec $32,395  $10,798  $811  $9,732  $9,732  $22,663  
New Brunswick $39,153  $13,051  $726  $8,712  $8,712  $30,441  
Nova Scotia $37,989  $12,663  $835  $10,020  $10,020  $27,969  
Prince Edward Island $34,555  $11,518  $801  $9,612  $9,612  $24,943  
Newfoundland and 
Labrador 

$40,610  $13,537  $769  $9,228  $9,228  $31,382  

Yukon $64,692  $21,564  $1,053  $12,636  $12,636  $52,056  
Northwest Territories $62,812  $20,937  $1,404  $16,848  $16,848  $45,964  
Nunavut $76,544  $25,515  $929  $11,148  $11,148  $65,396  
National Average  $44,463  $14,821  $1,016  $12,192  $12,192  $32,271  

 

  

                                                      
80 Statistics Canada 2017a; and Statistics Canada 2017b. 
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Step 2: Calculate the provincial taxation 
Next, using the 2015 marginal income tax rates,81 provincial income taxation amounts were 
calculated for each province’s median religious professional both with and without the CRD. 
Quebec was excluded because it does not have an income tax collection agreement with the 
CRA. In every case the median salary of a religious professional was either in the lowest or 
second lowest tax bracket. 

Table 6 – Calculated provincial income tax owed without clergy residence deduction 

Prov 1st rate 1st cutoff Subtotal 2nd rate 2nd cutoff Subtotal Total 
BC 5.06% $37,869 $1,916 7.70% $75,740 $420 $2,336 
AB 10.00% $125,000 $5,351 10.50% $150,000 - $5,351 
SK 11.00% $44,028 $4,822 13.00% $125,795 - $4,822 
MB 10.80% $31,000 $3,348 12.75% $67,000 $2,206 $5,554 
ON 5.05% $40,922 $2,067 9.15% $81,847 $452 $2,518 
NB 9.68% $39,973 $3,790 14.82% $79,946 - $3,790 
NS 8.79% $29,590 $2,601 14.95% $59,180 $1,256 $3,857 
PEI 9.80% $31,984 $3,134 13.80% $63,969 $355 $3,489 
NFLD 7.70% $35,008 $2,696 12.50% $70,015 $700 $3,396 
YK 6.40% $44,701 $2,861 9.00% $89,401 $1,799 $4,660 
NWT 5.90% $40,484 $2,389 8.60% $80,971 $1,920 $4,309 
NU 4.00% $42,622 $1,705 7.00% $85,243 $2,375 $4,079 

 

Table 7 - Calculated provincial income tax owed with clergy residence deduction 

Prov 1st rate 1st cutoff Subtotal 2nd rate 2nd cutoff Subtotal Total 
BC 5.06% $37,869 $1,530  7.70% $75,740  -  $1,530  
AB 10.00% $125,000 $3,717  10.50% $150,000 - $3,717  
SK 11.00% $44,028 $3,525  13.00% $125,795 -  $3,525  
MB 10.80% $31,000 $3,348  12.75% $67,000 $805 $4,153  
ON 5.05% $40,922 $1,604  9.15% $81,847 -  $1,604  
NB 9.68% $39,973 $2,947  14.82% $79,946 -  $2,947  
NS 8.79% $29,590 $2,458  14.95% $59,180 -  $2,458  
PEI 9.80% $31,984 $2,444  13.80% $63,969 -  $2,444  
NFLD 7.70% $35,008 $2,416  12.50% $70,015 -  $2,416  
YK 6.40% $44,701 $2,861  9.00% $89,401 $662 $3,523  
NWT 5.90% $40,484 $2,389  8.60% $80,971 $471  $2,860  
NU 4.00% $42,622 $1,705  7.00% $85,243 $1,594 $3,299  

 

                                                      
81 Deloitte 2015. 



 - 31 - 

 

Step 3: Calculate the federal taxation 
The process for calculating federal portion of the income tax is the same as in step 2, with the 
2015 federal tax rates.82 Incomes up to $44,701 are subject to a tax of 15% and the portion of 
the income between $44,701 and $89,401 is subject to a 22% tax. 

Table 8 – Calculated federal income tax owed without and with clergy residence deduction 

 Without CRD With CRD 
Prov 1st subtotal 2nd subtotal Total 1st subtotal 2nd subtotal Total 
BC $6,499  $-  $6,499  $4,537  $-  $4,537  
AB $6,705  $1,938  $8,644  $5,575  $-  $5,575  
SK $6,575  $-  $6,575  $4,807  $-  $4,807  
MB $6,705  $792  $7,498  $5,597  $-  $5,597  
ON $6,705  $254  $6,959  $4,765  $-  $4,765  
QC $4,859  $-  $4,859  $3,399  $-  $3,399  
NB $5,873  $-  $5,873  $4,566  $-  $4,566  
NS $5,698  $-  $5,698  $4,195  $-  $4,195  
PEI $5,183  $-  $5,183  $3,741  $-  $3,741  
NFLD $6,092  $-  $6,092  $4,707  $-  $4,707  
YK $6,705  $4,398  $11,103  $6,705  $1,618.1  $8,323  
NWT $6,705  $3,984  $10,690  $6,705  $277.9  $6,983  
NU $6,705  $7,005  $13,711  $6,705  $4,552.9  $11,258  
Nat’l $6,669  $-  $6,669  $4,841  $-  $4,841  

 

  

                                                      
82 Deloitte 2015. 
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Step 4: Calculate the total tax reductions 
Finally, the reductions in provincial and federal income taxes were calculated using the 
difference between the estimated taxes when the CRD is and is not applied. The total income 
tax reduction is the sum of the provincial and federal reductions. 

Table 9 – Calculated provincial, federal and total reductions in income taxes. 

Province  Provincial reduction  Federal reduction Total reduction 

BC $806  $1,962  $2,768  
Alberta $1,634  $3,068  $4,703  
Saskatchewan $1,296  $1,768  $3,064  
Manitoba $1,401  $1,901  $3,302  
Ontario $914  $2,194  $3,108  
Quebec - $1,460  $1,460  
New Brunswick $843  $1,307  $2,150  
Nova Scotia $1,398  $1,503  $2,901  
Prince Edward Island $1,045  $1,442  $2,487  
Newfoundland and 
Labrador 

$979  $1,384  $2,364  

Yukon $1,137  $2,780  $3,917  
Northwest Territories $1,449  $3,707  $5,155  
Nunavut $780  $2,453  $3,233  
National Average  n/a $1,829   
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