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The Living, Breathing, Ever-changing Document: 

The Church Constitution 
 

Foundational premise of this workshop: 

• Jesus Christ, crucified and resurrected, resides at the core of who we are and what we believe. The 

Bible, the creeds and confessions are our traditions inform our faith, but everything revolves around 

Jesus Christ as the center. 

• If we all lived that premise fully, we would not be sitting in this workshop, looking for information! We 

are saints and sinners. We desire to have boundaries for direction and keeping order. 

 

All congregations sometimes squabble, sometimes over petty things, something about important things.  

Some examples: 

• We spar over traditions and structures that are not working so well anymore, but that some are reluctant 

to give up. Sometimes the sparring emerges out of a fear of losing what has been central to a person’s 

congregational life. Sometimes it arises out of power struggles. Sometimes the notion of change makes 

people anxious. 

• Changes caused by financial turmoil in churches causes reduced income and may necessitate difficult 

choices about priorities including possible staff downsizing. 

• Pastors, staff, leaders and members leave important tasks undone and unattended to in the face of so 

many needs and choices…and before long destructive warfare breaks out, damaging individuals and 

congregations alike – and many would argue – the whole church. 

 

This is where governance come in.  Human constructs – like church constitution amendments, bylaws, etc. 

provide the foundation and framework for your ministry together.  The structure and rules for the work we do as 

a congregation and as we engage in God’s mission in the world. 

• These documents provide the rules – the law, not the grace – but when they are in place and well-

maintained, they allow congregations to focus on ministry – witnessing, caring for the poor, teaching 

and proclaiming. We can think of them as operating instructions. Just as you can operate your washing 

machine without reading the instructions, you can carry on ministry without your constitution. BUT 

when your washing machine malfunctions because you tossed a pair of jeans with rocks in the pocket 

and dirty water starts pouring into your laundry room, the operating instructions help you sort out the 

problem. Same with your church constitution (and other policies for that matter!). It provides the 

instructions for how we govern life together especially in the crisis ministry moments together! 

• A congregational constitution then is to make sure the law does not constrict the grace needed for 

ministry with one another and the world.  In other words, our policies provide both flexibility and 

accountability, a road map to reach our destinations of ministry and mission. 

• Properly developed, governing documents provide accountability among pastors and leaders; efficiency 

in running our congregations, a historical record of our congregational lives and tools for equipping and 

communicating effectively with our members. 

• In addition, good governing documents (and policies) allow minority voices and opinions to be heard 

and support processes during tough times when everything else might be falling apart. 
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Resources: 

1. Resources from ELCA (see handout) 

a. 2016 Model Constitution 

b. Required Amendments to the Model Constitution for Congregations as Approved by the 

2016 Churchwide Assembly 

c. Guide for Use of the Model Constitution for Congregations 

2. Synod Constitution Review Committee (CRC) (see handout) 

a. Updating your Constitutions 

b. Current Committee Members 

c. FAQ 

3. Constitution Codification (see handout) 

a. Amendments 

b. Bylaws 

c. Continuing Resolutions 

d. Required * 

4. Sample Timeline (see handout) 

 

 

Some Final Thoughts: 

• Constitutions should be updated, if necessary, after every Churchwide Assembly (every three years) and 

reviewed by leadership on a regular schedule so that everyone is on the same page on roles and duties.. 

This does not need to take heaps of time, but might be a good task for part of your annual council 

retreat. 

• Make sure your constitution has a provision for who will be responsible for keeping the constitution – 

ie: Council Secretary. 

• Make sure your governing documents are consistent throughout: if you refer to the “congregation 

council,” you should use that term throughout and NOT fall into “church council” or “council” in other 

places. 

• Proofread, proofread, proofread. Run spell check. Proofread again. They are your governing documents 

and with word processing technology it is much easier to keep them clean. 

• When you are asked to fill in the name of your synod in the constitution, use Saint Paul Area Synod (the 

legal name), not St. Paul Area Synod. 

• Identify a task force to work on updating and revising your constitution.  Do not leave this to the task of 

the council. 

 

Let’s dig into your constitutional questions... 


