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The act of receiving Jesus as one's Saviour is just a part of the total salvation experience. In other words, salvation is more than the initial act of being saved. Receiving Christ as Saviour is an experience that opens up a whole new life and promises that the best is yet to be!

In a very similar way, it can be said that "constituting a church" is much more than just the official organization or constitution service.

The Meaning

What means the process of constituting a church? "Constitute" in the dictionary is defined by several words or phrases: to set up, establish, enact, found, to give due or lawful form to. All of these thoughts can be applied to the constituting of a church.

When the service of constitution takes place, it heralds to all that a certain level of maturity has been reached. It signifies that a new autonomous body has been established and that it has attained a certain legal status as a church in its own right.

As the new church is launched on the day of constitution, it should be seen as making a strong public declaration to purpose and ministry. Thus, I believe the content of the sermon delivered on this occasion should contain a review of our Lord's purposes in establishing His churches and challenge the members to ever keep the heavenly goals of the Master before them.

Another dictionary meaning of "constitute" is "to make up, form, compose" and refers to the people who actually make up or constitute a body. After all, a church is a reflection of its members. The members give color and meaning to the new body.

Having said all of that, let me come back to say what I said at the outset --that in a broader sense, constituting a church means the entire process from beginning the mission to the constituting service and on to greater growth and ministry as the church realizes its potential for the future. Vision, commitment, hard
work, and often agonizing pain combine to bring the congregation to the glad day of constituting. But that day should be viewed as the commencement service

rejoicing in what God has done with His people thus far and with new commitment girding ourselves to the greater tasks now at hand.

The Processes of Constituting

But let us come now to deal with some of the questions surrounding the processes of constituting a church, especially in regard to the constitution service itself.

Jack Redford, in his book, Planting New Churches, presents a most comprehensive chapter on the significance and the processes of constituting the church. He states, "There seems to be a definite relationship between the manner of starting a new church and the readiness with which it congeals into a good, vigorous congregation that is able to fulfill its mission to the world."l So

practically everything we do in planting the new church has meaning and may contribute to the success or failure of the new unit.

The Role of the Sponsoring Church

The sponsoring church should be involved in (perhaps we should say "in charge of") everything that happens from the starting of the mission until the church is constituted.

The mission should feel that it is a part of a family that it belongs and is wanted by the mother church. One question often asked is: Are mission members still a part of the mother church? Many different attitudes exist on this score. Some feel the mission members are cut off from and no longer have a voice in the affairs of the mother church. At the other extreme, some feel that a mission has no members until it constitutes, at which time the sponsoring church grants letters to the new church. Obviously, the practice at this point will be determined by the policy of the sponsoring church. A church that is many miles from the mission may be more a "sponsor" than a "mother," whereas a church that has actively sent some of its members to form the new mission will be more apt to maintain a "mother/daughter" relationship. It is my feeling, based on my own experience as a pastor of a church that sponsored missions near at hand and others at great distance, that the church should feel that the mission is a part of its own life and should convey this family spirit in every contact it has. While the

lRedford, Jack, Planting New Churches, p. 97, Nashville, Broadman Press, 1978.

mission will rejoice in it's growing and membership roll it will know that it is still very much a part of the mother church. The official membership roll shall be kept by the sponsoring church just as the church provides guidelines and/or policies pertaining to all the activities of the mission.

The Members

In an earlier paragraph, I mentioned that a church is a reflection of its members. In his book, A Guide to Church Planting, Melvin Hodges emphasizes the importance of being very deliberate in accepting members into the new church. He cautions that to receive people "into membership who do not have a good testimony in the Christian life, who are not committed to God, and who are indifferent in regard to their Christian responsibilities will set the pattern for failure in the future years of the church. "2 The sponsoring church should provide instructions at this point that will safeguard against the indiscriminate receiving of members who are not morally or doctrinally in tune with our witness.

When to Constitute

In a very sensitive vein, Jack Redford deals with the timing for the constituting service. Recognizing the impossibility of setting "a definite timetable on when a chapel will be ready to become a church," he suggests some guidelines for making this decision: when the mission has come into a sense of fellowship with Jesus Christ and each other; when they have come to perceive the biblical basis for why they have come together; when they have become aware of community needs and have a vision of the potential of their field; when they have attained sufficient numerical and financial strength to perform their ministry; when they have had adequate training in church polity, Christian doctrine, stewardship and methods; and when they have become self-supporting and are able to phase out all outside help. 3

It is obvious that the sponsoring church should be fully involved in determining the timetable.

The date of constitution should be set by mutual agreement between mission and sponsoring church, with the mission making a formal request to the church.

2Hodges, Melvin L., A Guide to Church Planting, p. 51, Chicago, Moody Press, 1973.

3Redford, Ibid, pp. 97-99.

Preparation

Our constant reference above to the involvement of the sponsoring church assumes the understanding that the relationship will be directed by the Church Missions Development Council/Church Missions Committee.

In setting the date, enough time should be provided for a constitution and by-laws committee to function and for a program committee to enlist key leadership (associational and state) to be present.

Remember that the constituting service is a historic event in the life of the church, and therefore it merits careful and prayerful preparation.

In his book Strategies for New Churches, Ezra Earl Jones recommends that soon after constituting the leadership of the church should meet "to determine the responsibilities of the congregation" and to revise or write "a statement of mission that will capsule the primary aims and tasks of the new church. "4

This is an excellent suggestion, but I believe it should be done when the constitution is drafted. In other words, the constitution should contain a purpose statement that will set the course for the church.

Considerable help is available to constitution and by-law committees. The Guide for Starting Churches, published for many years by the Church Extension Division, HMB, contains excellent suggestions. Also, various articles have appeared in Church Administration, published by the Baptist Sunday School Board, and should be available from that source. A purchase item is available from BSSB, entitled "The Church Constitution and Bylaws Committee" (9547-07) .

It is my conviction that the young congregation, either before it constitutes or shortly thereafter, should have an in-depth study on the mission and purpose of the church, during which time the vision of the people can be lifted to see the needs and challenges of a lost world. It might be a week of concentrated study or be led by the pastor on successive Wednesday nights or during Church Training on Sunday nights.

An excellent guide for such a study is William C. Tinsley's book, Upon This Rock, published by the Home Mission Board. It is must reading for church leaders who need a sharpened visi~

4Jones, Ezra Earl, Strateqies for New Churches, pp. 129-130, New York, Harper and Row, 1976

The Constitutinq Service

A traditional approach to the constituting service among Baptists is to convene a council of ordained ministers and deacons to examine the constitution and by-laws. This council will be drawn from the sister churches of the association. It may recommend changes in the constitution and/or bylaws, and it may recommend that the church proceed (or not proceed) with the constituting service. The council is usually convened just prior to the constituting service.

The service itself may contain any number of elements. Here is a sample constituting service:

Hymn -"The Church's One Foundation"

Scripture and Prayer

Statement of Purpose

History of Chapel

Recommendation of the Sponsoring Church

(should include reading of charter

members)

Motion to formally constitute on the basis

of the Constitution and By-laws

Calling of Pastor

Election of officers and committees

Motion to incorporate

Hymn

Special Music

Sermon

Invitation for new members

Recognition of all members

Benediction

The logical person to preside at this service is the pastor of the sponsoring church. He may preside for the entire time or he may relinquish the chair to the pastor of the new church when he is called. Usually, this is done at the close of the service, prior to the

benediction.

After Constitution

Remember that, while constituting indicates a

measure of maturity, the challenge of the church's mission lies ahead. I commend to pastors and church leaders the new Guide for Growinq New Church~s, by Thomas E. Sykes. Southern Baptists are blessed with programs, plans and materials that will promote growth in ministry and evangelism if we will make proper use of them.

(Prepared for presentation to Church Starting Conference, Home Missions Week, Ridgecrest, July 16, 1987)
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