	What is Constitution?

Parents birth, support, and guide their children with the hope that they will become productive adults. New churches go through a similar process of growth and development. Constituting is a traditional, ecclesiastical, and legal process marking the culmination of initial development and defining the church’s organization and membership. Normally prior to constitution, a new church operates under the guidance of the partner church’s constitution, it is regarded as an extension of the partner church, and its members are in reality members of the partner church.

A church considering the development of a constitution has reached a milestone. The developing of a constitution signifies a church has reach a point in maturity that it can exist on its own as a productive New Testament church. It is a time of celebration and coming of age. A constitution establishes formal and informal relationships between a new church, its members and other significant entities. It seeks to give structure to a dynamic, growing organism. Each church is unique and has individual personality. While a constitution from another church can be a useful frame of reference or as a model, the new church should not copy another church’s constitution. Constitutions are frameworks to enable and support the work of a church’s personality. 

The constitution and bylaws of a church contain the basic rules of procedure and organization that relate to that particular entity. The church constitution should be a more permanent document, not needing to be amended from year to year. This is reflected in making it’s amending process more difficult. Keep the constitution short and simple using only enduring elements that do not have to be changed as often. Church bylaws, on the other hand, can be the guidelines and procedures to carry on day-to-day affairs and ongoing programs and ministries of the local church. Bylaws are less permanent and more flexible and should be more easily changed in accordance with the needs of the church at the time. 

One change that is occurring in many new church bylaws is that they are not including a list of programs, ministries, and committees within the bylaws. Normally there is a statement about these but the purpose statement, organizational policies, and specific tasks are in a church handbook that is easily updated. 

These documents are important because they define the rights and duties of the members of the church. Without a constitution or bylaws, any organization, including a Baptist church, simply has nothing to guide it from one meeting to the next, other than the power and force of the majority who happen to be present and conducting business in accordance with whatever rules they may choose. A church operating without a constitution and bylaws is very much like a group of children playing a game at which whoever is the strongest or has the most followers can change or do away with the rules as the game progresses. A constitution and bylaws insures that while the will of the majority is to be carried out, it must be done so in a proper procedure designed to insure that the rights of individual members are not violated.

A third document is the Church Covenant. Baptist churches have been described as “an autonomous local congregation of baptized believers, associated by covenant” (Baptist Faith and Message, 1963 and 2000) Baptist churches have traditionally adopted covenants but during the last half of the twentieth century these were generally given little attention in church life. Many new churches are giving the covenant greater attention in the twenty-first century. (See attached article) Some new churches will have developed the covenant during the core group development process. Other churches will need to develop their covenant at this stage. 
What are the values of developing a Constitution and Bylaws to a church in Georgia?

1. These documents define how the church will operate as a not for profit corporation in the state of Georgia. Issues such as how a person becomes a member, how a pastor is called, how decisions are made, who are the officers of the church are spelled out in these documents. 

2. The documents also clarify relationships with other churches and the denomination. In Baptist life, there is normally a statement regarding autonomy and cooperation—both are precious positions for Baptists. 

3. Sometimes these documents provide direction in case of emergencies or crises. They answer the questions such as: 

a. What will we do when the pastor resigns?

b. What will we do with property and assets if we cease to exist as a church?

c. What will we do if a member becomes a liability to the welfare of the church?

When should a church constitute in Georgia?

The old three self-formula was used to define an indigenous church: self-governing, self-supporting, and self-propagating. Those same guidelines could help give guidance to when a church has reached a state of maturity for constitution. 

1. Have the members in that church reached a stage in their spiritual and emotional development as followers of Christ where they are demonstrating maturity in making sound decisions? 

2. Have the members in that church reached a stage in their spiritual and financial development as stewards of God’s resources where they are demonstrating responsibility in providing for their ministry needs? 

3. Have the members in that church reached a stage in their spiritual and personal development as witnesses of Christ that they are demonstrating obedience to the great commission in evangelizing and discipling others. 

It is not uncommon for a new church to be two or four years old prior to constitution to challenge the church to develop and demonstrate a solid level of development in these three areas.

Are there other legal actions the church needs to take at this point in its life?

Usually at this time the church officially votes to:

1. Call a pastor and staff, 

2. Elect other officers as required by the bylaws, and

3. Affiliate with the local association and send messengers to the state and national convention. 

What are the steps to constitition in Georgia?
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	Check List to Constitute

A Church in Georgia


	

	Date 
	Action
	Person Responsible

	6 mo prior 
	Request permission to constitute from partner entity
	

	6 mo prior
	Teach about the nature and functions of church. 
	

	6 mo prior
	Gather sample Constitutions and Bylaws
	

	5 mo prior
	Set date and invite partner church(es), association and state representatives to service
	

	4 mo prior
	Select Constitution and Bylaws Committee
	

	
	As sections completed distribute to members
	

	6 wks prior
	Town hall or deacon family ministry meetings to discuss Constitution and Bylaws
	

	1 mo prior
	Finalize program for Constitution Service
	

	1 mo prior
	Formally approve program and draft of Constitution and Bylaws to be presented to in Constitution Service
	

	
	Celebrate the mile post
	

	Immediately 
	File copies of Constitution and Bylaws with Association and State Convention and initiate formal membership application. 
	

	Steps Annotated 

1. Request permission to constitute from partner. The partner entity is often another church. Six months prior to the date desired to constitute, formally, request permission to constitute. Often this is done in a letter format. 

2. Teach about the nature and functions of church. Sometimes this is done by a sermon series on the church, others teach through a book in the small group ministry of the church on the nature of the church. Do not assume that everyone has the same understanding about the nature of the church. 

3. Gather sample Constitutions and Bylaws. There are normally some from other churches in the association in the association’s office. There are some samples on the church planter’s village website (www.churchplantingvillage.net and www.newchurches.com ). A google search of “church constitution” will gather a number of samples. You can limit the search by adding “Baptist” as an advance search criteria. (Last time I did this the search narrowed from 62,800 to 16,300 results.)

4. Set date for constitution service and invite partner church(es), association and state representatives to service. Setting date gives the committee a deadline by which they need to complete the process. Inviting others this far ahead normally means that you can get participation from those you want at the service. 

5. Select Constitution and Bylaws Committee. Give the committee samples you have gathered and lead them through a process of drafting a Constitution and Bylaws for the church. 

6. As sections completed distribute to members. Do not wait until the whole documents are completed. As major sections of each document are completed, distribute it and get feedback from the congregation. 

7. Town hall or deacon family ministry meetings to discuss Constitution and Bylaws. Normally the process or drafting the documents need to be completed six week prior to the scheduled constitution service. This gives time for review and dialogue sessions with members and any finally revisions. After this is completed, it is normally a good practice to send this out to those invited to participate in the service. 

8. Finalize program for Constitution Service. Make this a time of celebration and expressions of gratitude to God and partners for the development of the new church. Be creative. 

9. Formally approve program and draft of Constitution and Bylaws to be presented to in Constitution Service. Work out all the details so that this service flows smoothly.

10. Celebrate the mile post that this service marks in the church’s life and development. 

11. File copies of Constitution and Bylaws with Association and State Convention and initiate formal membership application. 
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