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L ocal churches should be aware that certain tax-
favored health care arrangements are prohibited by 

the Internal Revenue Service when NOT associated 
with a group health plan. This ban took effect Jan. 1, 
2014 and applies to the practice sometimes called “em-
ployer payment plans.”

Employer payment plans are non-taxed reimburse-
ment of employees (including clergy) for premiums or 
medical expenses associated with non-group coverage.

We have learned that some churches operate a 

“Flexible Spending Account” through the church 
whereby the clergyperson (or other employee) re-
quests reimbursement from a tax-free fund for out-
of-pocket medical expenses. These arrangements are 
prohibited under IRS regulations.

Any employer, including churches, that continue this 
practice risk excise tax penalties of $100 per day per 
impacted employee.

Questions regarding this issue can be directed to: 
umc-centerforhealthinfo@gbophb.org.

By Vicki Putney
Benefits Officer

T he decision of the Annual 
Conference to sponsor “One-

Exchange” 
as a means 
of providing 
health care to 
our retired 
clergy, spouses, 
and surviving 
spouses was a 
leap of faith and 
a positive step 
toward ongo-
ing sustainabil-
ity of this benefit. This action will 
decrease the draw on our retiree 
benefits fund by half a million dollars 
each year. This is great news! 

A lot of effort was put into com-
municating with our retirees about 
this change. I enjoyed the opportu-
nity to visit six different sites and 
meet with retirees during the fall. 

You could 
feel the drop 
in anxiety 
levels from 
the beginning 
of our meetings to the end, when 
it was clear that the OneExchange 
representative and I were going to 
take as much time as needed to 
answer their questions. 

It was a sometimes complicated 
process and I give thanks to our re-
tirees and their families for working 
their way through a lot of informa-
tion and phone calls. The Benefits 
Office tried hard to make sure that 
family members of our older par-
ticipants received information so 
that they could assist in enrollment. 
Most enrollment phone calls lasted 
well over an hour, sometimes two 
hours, and I applaud your patience. 
But most reports have been positive 
about the customer service pro-
vided by OneExchange regardless of 
the length of time required for the 

enrollments. 
A bright 

point was the 
effort of re-
tiree the Rev. 

Dr. Don Weaver in getting Indepen-
dent Health Medicare Advantage to 
be one of the region’s available plans!

As of Dec. 15, 2014, we have 12 
people out of 566 who have not 
contacted OneExchange and One-
Exchange has not been successful in 
contacting them. Our office will be 
reaching out to these folk and their 
family members to ensure they are 
making a conscious decision to not 
participate. 

Of course, we are not out of the 
woods yet. The process of submit-
ting premium payment reimburse-
ments to OneExchange began in 
January. We are hopeful that One-
Exchange customer service persons 
will guide our participants through 
that as well as they did the enroll-
ment process.

WINTER 2014-15

“In whose hand is the soul of every living thing,
    and the breath of all mankind.” Job 12:10

Great gadgets: 

These devices can 

help you commit 

to a healthier you!
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Successful!
Over 97 percent of those eligible look into OneExchange enrollment

Putney

Some employer payment arrangements prohibited by IRS
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Date to note
April 21

10 a.m. - 3 p.m.
2015 Retirees Meeting

Conference Office, Syracuse
This meeting – for those retiring at 

the 2015 Annual Conference Session 
– will review pension applications and 

health insurance options.

B elow you will find the “vendor 
chart” for the health and well-

ness programs of the Upper New 
York Conference. It is a much sim-
plified version of the actual eligibil-
ity, but it is meant to show which 
programs are utilized for enrolled 
persons. Participants and spouses 
(or other family members) are not 
always in the same plans.  This is 

Health and Wellness Program vendors
because we utilize the “Small Employer Exception” to enroll those who are 
Medicare-eligible in plans outside of HealthFlex where Medicare is primary. 
Upon eligibility for any plan, the Benefits Office reaches out to persons to 
get them enrolled in the appropriate plan. 

HealthFlex, in particular, is a “bundle” of plans offered through the Gen-
eral Board of Pension & Health Benefits under one name. However there 
are several vendors for the various components. They are: 

  Vendor:           Customer Service:
 Blue Cross & Blue Shield of Illinois  (866) 804-0976
 Catamaran Prescription Drugs  (855) 239-8471
 United Behavioral Health/EAP  (800) 788-5614
 Virgin Pulse Healthmiles   (866) 852-6898
 VSP Vision Plan    (800) 877-7195
For HealthFlex participants, inquiries about specific benefits, claims or 

co-payments should be directed to the vendor. Problems with a vendor 
should be communicated to the Health Team at (800) 851-2201.  

The AmWINS Medicare Supplemental plan, which is being continued for 
our over age 65 “active” clergy and spouses only, has two vendors: 

 First United American    (315) 451-2544
 CVS Caremark NEW IN 2015  (866) 524-4199
For AmWINS participants, most inquiries will be best handled by Am-

WINS at (888) 883-3575.  
Eligibility or church invoice questions come to the UNY Benefits Office.

http://www.unyumc.org/benefits
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Activate is a quarterly publication of the 
Benefits Office of the Upper New York 
Conference. Our team in the Benefits Of-
fice is committed to sharing information 
about the various benefit programs as well 
as general knowledge that fosters an atmo-
sphere of health – physical, fiscal, spiritual, 
and emotional. Look to this publication 
for timely information on the health care 
program, inspirational testimonies and sea-
sonal health-conscious activities. While this 
publication may be read by many people, 
our focus is to “Activate” the knowledge 
clergy already have about health, as healthy 
clergy are best able to lead and inspire 
their churches. Please share your thoughts 
and stories by email to BenefitsOffice@
unyumc.org.
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Health Champion: 
Continuing on a Path of Wellness

I have always been “heavy.” Yup, 
that’s the word we fat people 

use to feel better about our-
selves and what we have done to 
our bodies.

Growing up, I remember all 
too well buying “husky” sizes in 
the pants store with my mom. 
And I also remember how there 
were always cookies in the 
cupboard at home and a serving 
of vegetables was scheduled at 
least once a week in our house! 
We generally ate whatever we 
wanted, whenever we wanted … 
with no thoughts about possible 
repercussions later.

Now fast forward some 50-
plus years to 2013.

Although I attempted to con-
tinue ignoring the facts – even as 
my body weight passed the 400 
pound mark – I realized that a 
major life change was necessary 
to save my life … from myself! 
I’d done Weight Watchers sever-

al times and lost weight, but then 
always managed to find it again! 
But the realization that some-
thing major was needed became 
very apparent in 2013. I could 
no longer function as a normal 
person … seat belt extenders, 
exit row seating, and big and tall 
clothing shops were all necessi-
ties.

Finally, at the request of my 
family, I decided to investigate 
weight loss surgery. I attended 
an information session at Crouse 
Hospital in Syracuse and met 
with its surgical team. These 
folks were great! And they 
seemed to understand how hard 
I’d tried unsuccessfully to get my 
life under control.

On Aug. 26, 2013 I was 
wheeled into the operating room 
weighing 416 pounds and my life 
changed forever. I learned to 
reprogram my life, and how to 
become a healthier person. And 

best of all: the 
weight started 
dropping off!

One year later, 
on Aug. 26, 2014, 
with 12 of my 
friends, church 
members, and 
supporters on 
this journey, 
I peddled my 
bicycle 59 miles 
around Oneida 
Lake. I took 
more than six 
hours but I did 
it! Now we are 
members of a 
gym, active with 
our grandkids 
and living a new 
healthier life. 
And I have lost 
180 pounds since 
my surgery. I’ve 

climbed up Diamond Head, sat 
on an airplane without a seat 
belt extender and purchased a 
compact car I can fit into. I’ve 
even shot a TV commercial for 
the Crouse Hospital Weight 
Loss Program and I have done 
YouTube interviews about being 
healthier! And I shop for clothes 
in regular clothing stores, as 
well!

What have I learned? I’ve 
been reminded that God never 
gives up on us and therefore we 
shouldn’t either. The chance to 
change our lives is always before 
us, just like Jesus promised us. 
We have been given these in-
credible gifts called “our bodies” 
by God, and what we choose to 
do with them is our gift back to 
our Creator.

Check out my before and af-
ter pictures (below, left) and call 
me if I can share more informa-
tion about this journey with you. 
And remember to be a good 
steward of the gifts you’ve been 
given by our God, who loves us 
more than any other ever could!

Pastor Jack Keating serves 
the Brewerton United Methodist 
Church.

By Jack Keating
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Brief ... but 
important

Still time for a vaccination
Early winter is the time of year 

that we think about protecting 
ourselves against the flu, but it is 
not too late to get an immunization. 
This is a covered benefit under our 
health plans.  

For BCBS participants, 
preventive immunizations (includ-
ing shingles) are covered under the 
MEDICAL plan: Covered 100 per-
cent at doctor’s office; some doc-
tors charge an office copayment.  If 
immunized at a pharmacy; you will 
pay in full and a paper claim must be 
submitted to BCBS for reimburse-
ment.   

For MEDICARE participants, 
Flu and Pneumococcal immuniza-
tions are covered at 100 percent 
under the MEDICAL benefits paid 
by Part B Medicare coverage admin-
istered by your doctor. The Shingles 
vaccine MAY be covered under the 
Part D Prescription plan, which 
could be administered at either 
your doctor’s office or a pharmacy.

NYS Annual Wage Notices are 
no longer required

The New York State Department 
of Labor has issued a release stating 
that Governor Andrew M. Cuomo 
has signed a bill eliminating the 
requirement from the Wage Theft 
Prevention Act that employers 
must provide an annual wage notice 
indicating rate of pay, allowances, 
pay day, etc. to all employees. This 
change is effective immediately, and 
the annual statements will not be 
required in January 2015.

Employers, however, are still 
required to provide the wage notice 
to all employees at time of hire. For 
more information on this change 
and the current requirements under 
the law, go to www.labor.ny.gov.

Wellness incentives 
schedule for 2015

Complete these incentives for 
great earnings in 2015:

1/1 through 12/31
Virgin Pulse Goals, earn up to $150 
in HealthCash for reaching quar-
terly activity targets that are cus-
tomized to your personal activity 
history.

1/1 through 12/31
HealthFlex Wellness Points, earn 

$150 for accumulating at least 150 
points throughout the year

4/1 through 7/31
Blueprint for Wellness Screening, 
earn $100 HealthCash

8/1 through 9/30
HealthQuotient, avoid paying an ex-
tra $250 (individual) or extra $500 
(family) on your 2016 medical plan 
deductible

T he General Board of Pension 
& Health Benefits recently 

announced that The Center for 
Health will conduct its biennial 
survey of United Methodist clergy 
in February.

A sample of 4,000 active U.S. 
clergy will receive an invitation to 
participate in the 20-minute online 
survey to help better understand 
and monitor clergy health needs 
across the denomination. Upper 
New York clergy may receive the 
survey.

The resulting data will be used 
to learn more about clergy health 
and well-being as the Center for 
Health continues to monitor trends, 
and develop programs and services 

to assist United Methodist clergy 
in leading healthier lives. The UNY 
Benefits Office staff encourages any 
clergy who are asked to participate 
to take advantage of this opportu-
nity.

Survey findings will be published 
upon completion and will be avail-
able on www.gbophb.org/center 
-for-health/information.

Confidentiality
Participation is voluntary and the 

opinions and information shared will 
be kept confidential. The survey is 
solely for research purposes and 
will not replace any other health 
questionnaire or risk assessment 
from health plan or conference 
providers.

Clergy Health Research Survey

F or anyone participating in our 
Virgin Pulse walking program, 

our original Healthmiles pedom-
eters have lost their luster, espe-
cially next to a sleek, new Fitbit! 
The good news is that Virgin Pulse 
has expanded the list of devices that 
are compatible with their program. 
The bad news is, of course, that 
these devices must be purchased 
and some of the prices are a com-
mitment!

But if you are making a commit-

ment to a healthier you ... these 
smart devices will help you as you 
are moving down that path.

Compatible devices include: 
• Virgin Pulse Max $25
• Fitbit $99 and up (there is a $59 

model too)
• Misfit $89
• Polar products $95 and up 
Plus … there’s an app for that! 

Check out the “Moves” activity 
diary mobile app the next time you 
log into Virgin Pulse. 

Was a Fitbit on your Christmas list?

http://www.unyumc.org/benefits
http://www.labor.ny.gov
http://www.gbophb.org/center-for-health/information
http://www.gbophb.org/center-for-health/information
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(Recipe found on TasteofHome.com © 2015)

Ingredients:

2 tsp. cornstarch

1/4 cup chicken broth

1 tbsp. lemon juice

1 tsp. soy sauce

1 lb. turkey breast tenderloin, cut into half inch strips

1 garlic clove, minced

2 tbsp. canola oil, divided

1 lb. fresh asparagus, trimmed and cut into 1.5 inch pieces

1 jar (2 oz) sliced pimientos, drained

Directions:
 • In a small bowl, combine the cornstarch, broth, lemon juice
  and soy sauce until smooth; set aside.

 • In a large skillet or wok, stir-fry turkey and garlic in
  1 tablespoon oil until meat is no longer pink; remove
  and keep warm

 • Stir-fry asparagus in remaining oil until crisp-tender.
  Add pimientos. Stir both mixtures and add to the pan;
  cook and stir for 1 minute or until thickened. Return
  turkey to pain; heat through.

Yield: 4 servings

Total prep time: 20 minutes

Asparagus Turkey Stir-Fry

http://www.TasteofHome.com

