
November 15, 2018 

 

Dear Members of Atonement, 

 

Over the course of this fall, a subcommittee of our Congregation Council has been preparing, in 

consultation with the Northeastern Pennsylvania Synod, an update of our constitution. At their meeting 

on November 12, the Council approved the proposed update for the congregation’s consideration. That 

proposed update, along with our current constitution, and a document that compares the two main 

differences between the two, are now available to you. We will be convening a special congregational 

meeting on Sunday, December 30, at 9:45 AM, to vote on the proposed constitutional update. 

 

Congregations of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America receive a model constitution from 

Churchwide, which we adapt for local usage. Each Churchwide Assembly approves amendments to that 

model constitution. Congregations are expected to update their local constitutions after each Churchwide 

Assembly. Atonement’s Constitution was last updated on September 27, 2009. That means our 

congregation has not adopted the amendments from the 2011, 2013, 2016, and possibly 2009 

Churchwide Assemblies. The Council feels it is important for Atonement’s local constitution to catch up 

with the denominational standard. 

 

Most of the provisions of the model constitution for congregations are required provisions. In the 

proposed update, required provisions are preceded by an asterisk. Some provisions are not required, but 

are recommended. These provisions do not have an asterisk. Other provisions allow local congregations 

to make a choice between two or more options. 

 

There are several updates to the required provisions. Chapter 8 includes a new category of membership, 

namely seasonal membership. Chapter 9 includes a new category of rostered leader, that of minister of 

Word and Service (deacons), in the place of the previous categories of associate in ministry, diaconal 

minister, and deaconess. The chapter on Amendments and the chapter on Bylaws have been reordered, 

though their content remains basically the same. There are also several updates to the recommended 

provisions. Chapter 10, which describes the Congregational Meeting, specifies that Robert’s Rules of 

Order should govern the meeting’s proceedings. Chapter 12, which describes the Congregation Council, 

allows the Council to hold meetings by remote communication.  

 

In preparing the proposed update of our local constitution, the Council has taken a conservative 

approach. Most of our current constitution’s adaptations of the ELCA’s model constitution have been 

carried over to the proposed update. There are two areas in which the Council is proposing reforms.  

 

The first proposed reform is to bring Atonement onto the denominational standard for congregational 

officers: president, vice president, secretary, and treasurer—all elected for one-year terms, with the 

option of a second consecutive term. Atonement’s current chapter on officers no longer accurately 

represents the manner in which the congregation operates. The model constitution’s chapter on officers 

would replace our current chapter on officers (Chapter 11).  

 

The second proposed reform is to reduce the size of Council from a fixed number of 16 members to a 

range of between 9 and 12 members. Because Atonement’s elaborate system of standing committees has 

to a large degree withered away, there is no longer a need for a large number of Council members to serve 

as chairpersons or liaisons on those committees. It has also become increasingly difficult to recruit 

members from the congregation who have the time and energy to dedicate to the ministry of the Council. 

When the Nominating Committee cannot find enough candidates, and the Annual Meeting fails to 

nominate enough candidates from the floor, the Council has to expend precious time and energy to the 



task of appointing members to fill the vacancies. A smaller Council is appropriate for both the size of our 

Congregation and our ministry workload for the foreseeable future.  

 

In the proposed update, the texts that represent these two proposed reforms are in green. In the smaller 

document that compares the reforms of the updated Constitution with our current Constitution, you will 

see the new Chapter 11, followed by the current Chapter 11, and the new first two provisions of Chapter 

12, followed by those of the current Constitution. 

 

In order to conduct our business, we will need to have at least 50 voting members present at the special 

congregational meeting on December 30. In order to approve the constitutional update, at least a two-

thirds supermajority will need to vote in favor. The constitution will then need to be ratified by a simple 

majority of voting members present at the upcoming Annual Meeting on January 27. I know this is not an 

especially exciting church chore, but it is an important one. Please plan on participating in the special 

congregational meeting! 

 

A special word of thanks is due to the members of the Council’s Constitution subcommittee. Thank you, 

Tom Endy, Steve Fellman, John Connelly, and Sharon Calder for your time and effort! 

 

If you have any questions or comments, please feel to contact me or our congregation’s president, Sharon 

Calder. 

 

Praying you peace, 

 

Rev. Ryan Michael Hersch 

senior pastor 


