
 

Working with Your Congregation's Constitution 
 
Your constitution should be based on the Model Constitution for Congregations, available at 
www.elca.org. The constitutions of the three parts of the ELCA (the national church, the synods, 
and congregations) are interrelated. Just about everything you need to get started is provided by 
the Office of the Secretary at this link: https://www.elca.org/About/Churchwide/Office-of-the-
Secretary/Constitutions. More resources are available on our synod website: https://www.spas-
elca.org/resources/for-congregations/constitution/. 

 
 

Constitutional Provisions 
 

• Constitution provisions are labeled with 2 sets of numbers: C1.01, C1.02, etc.  
• The C stands for "congregation" as distinguished from the churchwide organization and 

the synod. Then it is followed by the chapter number, a period and the provision. 
• Chapters 2-4 are identical in the ELCA constitution, the synod constitution and 

your congregation's constitution. 
• Other chapters discuss the role of the congregation, the council, the rostered 

minister, committees, etc. 
• Some provisions are required-these are labeled with an asterisk (*) in the model. Except in 

cases where the model presents a choice between multiple options (marked with [ ]) or 
leaves a blank ________, you cannot change the wording in these provisions.  

• Constitutional provisions are the hardest to change, requiring two congregational 
votes to amend. 

 
 

Bylaws 
 

• Bylaws are labeled with 3 sets of numbers C10.01.01., C10.01.02, etc.  
• There are no required bylaws in the Model Constitution.  
• You could simply use the Model Constitution and things would run pretty smoothly, but 

most congregations also choose to write bylaws that address particular matters of 
governance and practice-in other words, how will you run your ministry specifically? 
For example: 

o What is the structure of a committee or leadership team? How many people are 
there and how are they elected? When do they start and how do you fill a 
vacancy? 

o If you have several pastors on staff, what are the provisions for the call of the 
associate when the senior/lead pastor leaves? 

o How will you address a conflict of interest around financial or personnel matters? 
o Who has oversight for personnel? 

• In the past, bylaws (and continuing resolutions) were separate documents; since 2013, the 
ELCA has followed the broader trend in governing documents to incorporate them into the 
constitution. This is designed to increase ease of use as well as keeping things up to date 
evenly. (In this case, the title of the document is the Constitution, Bylaws and Continuing 
Resolutions of _________.) 

• They are the second most difficult to amend, requiring a congregational vote to do so 
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Continuing Resolutions 
 

• Continuing Resolutions are labeled C1.01.A19, C1.01.B19, etc. (where the numbers are 
the last two digits of the year the CR was adopted, A being the first CR adopted in a given 
year, B the second one...) 

• Continuing Resolutions are more easily amended, because either the congregation or the 
council can adopt or amend a CR, whether it was originally adopted by the council or by 
the congregation 

• You might use a CR (rather than a bylaw) for ongoing matters, especially those you want 
the council to attend to or modify. For example, when a congregation creates a new 
committee and wants the council to be able to modify the structure. 

• Alternatively, they can be used to state goals or policies. For example, when the 
Churchwide Assembly adopted the goal of having 10% of the voting membership be youth 
and young adults, that was a CR. 

• They can also be used to take action on matters that have an ongoing effect (or 
perhaps are limited in time) and that future councils should be aware of, like special 
projects, policies or matters than are administrative in nature (job descriptions, 
committee responsibilities, etc.) As a rule, we encourage you not to overuse them 
in this way—instead, consider what really needs to be in governing documents, 
and what can simply be in a policy manual or other records kept alongside them 
(meeting agendas, social media policies, mission and vision statements, archiving 
policies, etc.
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