
 
 
 
           
  

INTRODUCTION to the Model Constitution for Congregations 
 
The Model Constitution for Congregations of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America, like the other governing documents of this church, is an ecclesial, legal, 
and missional document that reflects the underlying theology and doctrines of this 
church as well as its polity and governance structures.  As the guiding document of 
one of the three expressions of this church, it reflects that congregations, while fully 
the church, are not the whole church; they are in an interdependent relationship 
with synods and the churchwide organization and are part of the one, holy, catholic, 
and apostolic Church.  As such, the Model Constitution for Congregations is deeply 
rooted in the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the Lutheran Confessions, and the history of this 
church. 
  
The Model Constitution for Congregations was adopted by the Constituting 
Convention of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, as required by the 
Constitutions, Bylaws, and Continuing Resolutions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in America. This current edition of the Model Constitution for Congregations of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America contains changes adopted by all 
Churchwide Assemblies, including the thirteenth Churchwide Assembly in 2013. It is 
consistent with the requirements of the governing documents of the ELCA’s 
churchwide organization and synods, and it provides organizational flexibility to 
recognize the context of local congregations. 
 
 ➤ Required provisions: Sections of this constitution marked by an asterisk [*] are 
required when a congregation amends its governing documents.  These sections 
must be used without alteration or amendment of the text in any manner (i.e., neither 
additions nor deletions are permissible).  This requirement is based on constitutional 
provision 9.52. in the Constitution, Bylaws, and Continuing Resolutions of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. This provision requires that when a 
congregation of this church “wishes to amend any provision of its governing 
documents, the governing documents of that congregation shall be so amended to 
conform to 9.25.b.” in the churchwide constitution.  Provisions in the Model 
Constitution for Congregations identified by an asterisk [*] are those required under 
ELCA constitutional provision 9.25.b. 
 
 ➤ Review by synod: Each congregation of this church is to provide a copy of its 
governing documents, and any amendments thereto, to its synod.  In accordance 
with ELCA bylaw 9.53.03., amendments to a congregation constitution become 
effective only when approved by the synod.  This bylaw provides: 
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All proposed changes in the constitution or incorporation documents of a 
congregation shall be referred to the synod with which the congregation is 
affiliated.  The synod shall notify the congregation of its decision to approve or 
disapprove the proposed changes; the changes shall go into effect upon notification 
that the synod has approved them.  The synod shall recognize that congregations 
may organize themselves in a manner which they deem most appropriate. 
No governing document amendment will be approved by a synod if it conflicts with 
the Constitution, Bylaws, and Continuing Resolutions of the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America.  In order to meet constitutional requirements and to avoid 
potential problems, all proposed amendments to a congregation’s constitutional 
provisions, bylaws, and continuing resolutions should be submitted to the synod for 
review. 
 
 ➤ Codification explanation: The Model Constitution for Congregations is organized 
into chapters by general subject matter and codified as (a) constitutional provisions, 
(b) bylaws, and (c) continuing resolutions. Each provision is preceded by a capital 
“C.”  If a constitutional provision is mandatory, it will be preceded by an asterisk, 
“*C.” 
 
a.    Constitutional provisions are codified with two sets of numbers, preceded by a 
“C”: the chapter number, followed by a period and a two-digit number.  A period 
follows the two-digit number.  Thus, one required constitutional provision related to 
“Membership” in Chapter 8 is codified as “*C8.02.”  A provision in Chapter 12 relating 
to a report by the Congregation Council to the congregation at an annual meeting 
is codified as “C12.09.”  Constitutional provisions are adopted and amended in 
accordance with Chapter 17 titled “Amendments.” 
  
b.    Bylaw provisions follow constitutional provisions to which they apply. They are not 
intended to be organized in a separate document at the end of the constitutional 
provisions.  Bylaws are codified with three sets of numbers: the chapter number 
(preceded by a “C”), the related constitutional provision number, and a two-digit 
number.  There are periods after the chapter number, after the reference to the 
constitutional provision, and after the bylaw number.  Thus, a bylaw provision related 
to “Membership” would be codified as “C8.02.01.”  A bylaw relating to the contents 
of an annual report by the Congregation Council to the congregation at an annual 
meeting would be codified as “C12.09.01.”   Because bylaws and continuing 
resolutions normally relate to specific practices and details of each congregation’s 
organization, operation, and life, there is not a model set of bylaws or continuing 
resolutions.  Thus, each congregation has discretion and may develop its own bylaws 
and continuing resolutions, including bylaws and continuing resolutions under 
required constitutional provisions, but no such bylaw or continuing resolution may 
conflict with constitutional provisions in the Model Constitution for Congregations, the 
Constitution, Bylaws, and Continuing Resolutions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in America, or the constitution of the synod, as indicated in *C6.03.e.  Bylaws are 
adopted and amended in accordance with Chapter 17. 



  
c.    Continuing resolutions are intended to provide descriptions of operational 
patterns and practices or of the ongoing responsibilities of committees or other units 
within the organizational structure of the congregation. They follow the relevant 
constitutional provision or bylaw to which they refer. Continuing resolutions also are 
codified with three sets of numbers, except that the third set is preceded by a capital 
letter.  Thus, a continuing resolution describing congregational committees in 
Chapter 13 might be numbered “C13.07A13.”  The initial numbers “C13.07” indicate 
that the continuing resolution relates to the designated constitutional provision, which 
in this case provides that the duties of congregational committees may be specified 
in bylaws or continuing resolutions.   The final letter and numbers “A13” designate that 
this is the first continuing resolution “A” and the year that it was adopted, in this 
example 2013.  Continuing resolutions are adopted and amended in accordance 
with Chapter 18.  Unlike constitutional provisions and bylaws which are adopted by 
the congregation at a legally called and conducted meeting, continuing resolutions 
may be adopted either by a congregational meeting or by the Congregation 
Council. 
 
 ➤ Missing numbers: You will notice that certain numbers are missing from the 
numbering sequence in some chapters.  These omissions are intentional.  For 
example, in some chapters the number “.10.” and multiples thereof have been 
reserved for possible use as section headings in future editions.   
 
 ➤ Selection of options: Alternatives are provided in some places within the Model 
Constitution for Congregations.  Alternatives are noted by brackets or blank lines.  For 
example, constitutional provision*C9.01. offers the alternative of election of a call 
committee by the congregation or by the Congregation Council.  Only one 
alternative should be chosen in each instance where brackets appear in the text. In 
other provisions, alternative provisions are provided.  Thus, in Chapters 11 and 12, 
regarding “Officers” and “Congregation Council,” options are provided separated 
by the word “or.”  Each congregation should select one of those options, subject to 
approval through the synod’s constitutional review process. Where a blank line 
appears, such as in C1.01. or C10.02., the appropriate word, phrase, or number 
determined by the individual congregation should be inserted. 
 
 ➤ References to church: In the governing documents, “Church” with a capital letter 
refers to the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church.  The words “church” or “this 
church” in lower case letters refer to the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. 
The specific congregation may be identified, as provided in C1.02., as “this 
congregation.” 
 
 ➤ Guidelines: A list of guidelines for a congregation engaging in review and 
amendment of its constitution is available through each synod office and at 
ELCA.org. 
 



 ➤ Consultation and concluding comments: Each synod has a process to review 
proposed amendments to congregational constitutions.  The work of both 
congregations in amending their governing documents and the synod in reviewing 
proposed amendments is facilitated by consultation and cooperation before 
proposed amendments are acted upon by the congregation.  In addition, each 
congregation should establish a process for periodic review of its governing 
documents.  You are encouraged to contact your synod office to assist your 
congregation in its periodic review of governing document provisions and to assess 
whether problems may exist with respect to proposed amendments. 
  
The important task of amending a constitution is challenging.  It is, however, an 
essential endeavor that merits thoughtful work.  In addressing your constitutional 
responsibilities, may God grant you and your colleagues wisdom, discernment, and 
commitment to the unity of this church in faithful witness to our Lord and Savior, Jesus 
Christ. 
 
David D. Swartling 
Secretary 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 
September 15, 2013 
 
The complete Model Constitution for Congregations is available as a Word 

 document and as a PDF .  
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