
1 

Queensland Baptists Administrative Services  - Factsheet 

QB Church Constitutions— 

The essential elements 

Our constitutions are surprisingly important!  A well-written constitution is a 
valuable reference which ought to be on hand to empower leaders, assure 
members, and provide clarity to outside observers.   
Having established why it is important to have a constitution in our factsheet (QB Church 
Constitutions—Why should you have a church constitution?), and discussed which 
groups may be interested in your constitution (QB Church Constitutions—Who is interest-
ed in your church constitution), let us continue with the essential elements of a constitu-
tion. 

1. Legal Preamble 

The very first clause of your constitution needs to be a legal statement of who you are as 
a church.  This can be a section prior to getting into the numbered clauses or it can be 
simply “clause 1” of your constitution – that does not matter too much.  What it says will 
vary depending on the legal status of your church.  This is one of a few spots in your con-
stitution where it is appropriate to use a bit of “legalese” as this statement is critical to any 
lawyer seeking to understand how the church works.  Across QB, there are three possibil-
ities regarding this wording. 

1. A very small number of churches are incorporated entities – in that case you will 
need to state this in your preamble. 

2. A larger group (but still only 8 or so) are incorporated under Letters Patent.  For 
your church – the constitution ought to say something like: “This is the constitu-
tion of MyTown Baptist Church – an entity formed under Letters Patent…”  It 
needs to go on and give a little detail for this unusual form of incorporation, so 
that the legal status of the church will be clear to someone reading it for the first 
time.  We have the full recommended wording here in the office – please let us 
know if you would like a copy. 

3. Most churches are unincorporated entities, and their legal existence is really only 
out of partnership with QB.  So this needs to be stated in the preamble, some-
thing like; “My Town Baptist Church – a constituent member of The Baptist Union 
of Queensland (known as Queensland Baptists)”.  Again, it is better if a little 
more detail is included there, so if you are looking 
for this wording, we can help you with it. 

2.  Doctrinal Statement 

A critical element of your church constitution is to have a 
clear statement of your church’s doctrine.  This statement 
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is critical for prospective members seeking to understand your doctrinal statement; 
whether they are going to be comfortable with the nature of the teaching of the church.  
QB is also interested in this section of your constitution as it defines your “Baptist-ness”.  
Within the QB Constitution, in section 4, there are nine minimal doctrinal statements 
which a Church needs to have in their constitution for admission or continuation as a 
church of the Union.   

The minimum standard is a framework.  It highlights nine key doctrinal issues: The triune 
nature of God, the person and work of Christ, the work of the Holy Spirit, the doctrine of 
scripture, the fallen state of mankind, the means of salvation, the sacraments of Baptism 
and Communion, the resurrection of the dead and final judgement, and the second com-
ing of Christ.  Some churches have invested heavily into expounding detailed statements 
of belief on each of these points, while others have kept fairly close to the minimum state-
ments.  It is important for each church to ensure the statement they agree sums up their 
belief.  Churches may choose to add additional statements as well.  When considering an 
application from a new church, QB looks to see that the minimal doctrinal standard is ac-
commodated. 

3. Purpose Statement 

Our thinking on the issue of a “purpose statement” should have been sharpened in recent 
years by the introduction of ACNC.  There has been considerable work done in federal 
legislation in this time on the question of “what is a charity?”  Pleasingly “the Advancing of 
Religion” has been included this definition – meaning that churches are definitely able to 
be regarded as charities and enjoy various financial benefits as a result.  One of the first 
things the ACNC are looking at in the constitutions of all charities (churches included) is 
whether there is a statement in there that supports their charitable purpose.  For church-
es therefore, there needs to be a statement that clearly demonstrates this. 

How explicit this statement is might be worth some consideration.  For example, a pur-
pose statement might read “The purpose of this church is to lead people to cultivate a re-
lationship with God and serve the community.”  It might help the bureaucratic minds who 
will be reviewing this if the statement said “The purpose of this church is Advancing Reli-
gion by leading people to cultivate a relationship with God and serve the community.”  
Could the former statement be taken to mean anything other than a religious purpose?  
Surely not – and yet is there a downside to being more explicit as per the second state-
ment?  

Where the Purpose Statement gets really interesting is when the church is doing some-
thing non-traditional.  For example, a church might run a coffee shop with live music in 
the main street on Saturday nights.  Is the purpose of the church both religious and enter-
tainment?  Or if you have a cricket club, is the purpose both religious and sporting?  On 
these matters, we would encourage churches to think of 
these ancillary activities as a means of advancing religion.  
In these instances, it is very important for the Purpose 
Statement to speak about the religious purpose as the on-
ly purpose, and mention of specific activities are only a 
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means to achieve it. 

4. Membership 

Similar to some other previous sections, membership will have some variance depending 
on the nature of the legal structure of the church.  If your church is incorporated, there will 
be membership of the company – which may or may not be the same as membership of 
the church.  There isn’t a need to go into detail here as there are very few incorporated 
churches within QB, and this matter would have been dealt with at the time of incorpora-
tion.   

For churches incorporated under Letters Patent, or for an unincorporated church, mem-
bership is handled the same.  In short – it is very significant.  An unincorporated entity is 
a group of people who come together for a common purpose, and membership defines 
who is in that group of people and who is not.  If there are no members, then the entity 
‘collapses’ and there is no church.  Therefore, the constitution needs to clearly define how 
people become members, and how members can be removed.  There will also need to 
be a requirement in the constitution to maintain a “membership roll” of all current mem-
bers, which is then used to manage various governance provisions. 

In practice, the attitude towards the importance of membership varies widely from church 
to church.  Some churches regard it as more or less a non-negotiable for any adult wor-
shipping with them to be a member.  For others, membership is quite optional and people 
can be heavily involved with the church’s life and ministry even though they have never 
thought about membership.  In time, this variation appears to have widened, and this 
trend seems to be continuing.  We have some QB churches where virtually all adults are 
members and others where only 10% are members.  Membership (alone) can no longer 
be the indicator of the strength of the church. 

Membership for a baptist church is closely tied up with baptism.  Other denominations will 
practice a more open policy regarding membership, but this is extremely rare in baptist 
churches.  However, there are a significant number of churches who, while still holding to 
the significance of baptism, make allowances about baptism when it comes to member-
ship.  This manifests itself in a number of ways: 

• For some churches, there is a provision for people who are medically unable to un-
dergo baptism by immersion to still be accepted as members. 

• For some churches, there is a provision that a Christian brought up in another de-
nomination where believer’s baptism is not practiced to become members so long 
as they were baptised according to the traditions of that church and at some point 
publicly “took on” that baptism through a public confession of faith (say – confirma-
tion). 

• For some churches, the confirmation element of the 
above is not important. 

• For some churches, the form of baptism is less im-
portant than the fact it was entered into as a public 
confession of faith. 
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• For some, any member who has not undergone believer’s baptism by immersion is 
categorised separately – perhaps as an “Associate Member”.   

• For others, all members are regarded as equivalent. 

This can be controversial, and it is not the intent of this article to draw conclusions about 
whether any of these variations are appropriate – but rather to recognise that all these 
issues occur in some QB churches.  The critical issue is, that whatever the position your 
church has adopted, your constitution must clearly state the requirements for member-
ship.  The legal responsibility of the church is to ensure it manages its membership in ac-
cordance with what its constitution says.  QB is somewhat more concerned about the de-
tail than this and will assess whether the policy on membership is appropriately respectful 
of the doctrinal position on baptism. 

There was a change in the QB Constitution at Annual Assembly in 2017 which addressed  
a concern that the QB constitution is written assuming all church members are baptised 
by immersion.  As outlined above, this is clearly not the case in all churches.  For church-
es that have made some concessions on their membership policy, this creates a confu-
sion.  The change stated that QB will regard people as members if the constituent church 
has accepted their membership, although it does stipulate that members appointed as 
delegates to Assembly do need to be baptised by immersion as believers in keeping with 
the doctrinal statement.   

5. Members Meetings 

Now we know who the members are, it is essential to demonstrate that they have control 
of the church.  This is handled through members’ meetings.  The ACNC have expressed 
a strong desire to ensure a good standard of governance for charities.  As a conse-
quence, our constitution needs to demonstrate how the members have control.  This re-
quires a commitment to have regular meetings and appropriate delegations of authority to 
leadership groups and individuals.  This raises a few questions: 

• How regularly should a Members Meeting be held?  The non-negotiable is an Annu-
al Meeting.  It is common for churches to also hold Quarterly Members Meetings at 
appropriately spaced dates.  This I suggest is good practice, but not essential to 
demonstrate appropriate governance.  If good delegation arrangements are in 
place, meetings could be held less frequently.  More frequent Members Meetings 
are at risk of being cumbersome and could be a signal to review the church’s gov-
ernance. 

• Who should attend?  All members ought to be encouraged to attend, and constitu-
tions may contain requirements regarding the advertising of meetings (notice period 
and style of promotion).  The constitution ought to specify a “quorum”, usually in the 
form of a proportion of total membership.  The quor-
um is sometimes higher for Annual Meetings com-
pared with Quarterly Meetings.  The level of quorum 
is much debated.  Although one would hope at least 
half of the members would come to a meeting, a 
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quorum of 50% can be difficult to attain at times, and once it is in the constitution 
you are stuck with it.  20% or 25% are more common, and ought to be easily at-
tained.  It seems that as a membership increases, quorums are harder to attain and 
there is pressure to review them downwards. 

• Do members need to make all decisions?  It is very sensible to delegate authority to 
a leadership group (diaconate, council, or board… we will deal with this later) to 
manage the day to day affairs of the church.  But important decisions ought to be 
handled by the members.  Churches will vary on what cannot be delegated, alt-
hough the QB Constitution prescribes certain minimum standards that must remain 
the members’ prerogative.  These are; pastoral appointments, land and property 
transactions, setting the budget, and appointing leadership group.  It is essential to 
sound governance that only the members can approve alterations to the constitu-
tion.  It is important that your constitution clearly defines what decisions must be 
handled at a members meeting and which are delegated. 

• What if a matter comes up that is time critical?  Constitutions ought to provide for a 
“Special Members Meeting” to be called at short notice (generally 2 weeks) for a 
particular decision to be made.  These would be unlike normal meetings in that 
there would generally be only one issue on the agenda. 

6. Pastoral Appointments 

A church constitution needs to clearly set out the process for appointing a pastor to the 
church.  QB is very interested in ensuring churches have good process here, and we sus-
pect ACNC will look at this in time as part of their governance review.  But we are now 
also aware that the Royal Commission is very interested in the processes behind the ap-
pointment of pastors – and may well have some recommendations about this in due 
course.   

From QB’s perspective, it is a requirement that the Senior or Solo pastor needs to be a 
person recognised denominationally through the “registration” process.  It is also im-
portant that such pastors are appointed by the membership, generally by ballot and gen-
erally with at least 2/3rds majority in favour.  Some constitutions go further by giving more 
details about the selection and voting process.   

The process for larger churches to appoint associate or specialised pastors is sometimes 
a different process to a Senior Pastor, and again this would need to be shown in your 
constitution.  However, this may become a concern if the Royal Commission develops as 
it looks like, and indicates that there needs to be rigorous process around the appoint-
ment of anyone to a position called “Pastor”.  If this is the case, we may need to ensure 
the same standards and process applies for any pastor as what currently applies to the 
Senior Pastor.  We await the Royal Commission’s outcomes. 

7. Leadership Team 

There are almost as many variations of leadership teams 
as there are churches these days.  They could be called 
“elders”, “deacons”, “council”, “board”, “ministry leaders 
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team” or some other name!  They variously take responsibility for the governance and/or 
the spiritual guidance of the congregation.  The important issue is that your constitution 
needs to specify what group(s) are the leaders, how they are appointed, and what their 
responsibilities are.  It is particularly important to specify the roles and relationship be-
tween leadership groups when there is more than one (say – elders and deacons).   

As previously, QB requires of its churches that the leaders are appointed by the member-
ship.  The typical approach is a ballot requiring two thirds majority vote of confidence – in 
other words the candidate needs to be supported by a vote even if they are the only one 
standing.  There will be some specialised leadership roles such as Secretary, Treasurer, 
or Chairman, and some churches have others responsible for particular ministries as well.  
Their appointment also needs to be specified – either directly appointed by the member-
ship, or appointed by the leadership from amongst their numbers. 

You could then go on to talk about numbers of leaders, nomination processes, tenure, 
casual vacancies, meeting regularity, format and quorum and so on.  This section of your 
constitution can get very long and potentially confusing if it is not well written.  Try to stick 
to the basics, and keep it clear. 

Apart from QB’s requirements here, ACNC is also very interested.  They refer to leaders 
as “Responsible Persons” and want each of them registered on their on-line Portal.  Re-
sponsible Persons will be contacted by ACNC if they become aware of a concern with 
your church, either through a complaint or through their own investigations.   

Should all your leaders be “Responsible Persons” for ACNC?  I am tempted to say “ask 
ACNC” – except they got in first and said “ask me”!  ACNC’s fairly long diatribe on who 
are “Responsible Persons” for an unincorporated charity starts with “…it may not be clear 
who…” and concludes with “…contact your administrative office because they may have 
made a decision…”.  So – here is my call on the matter – if you have only one leadership 
group it is them, but if you have two, only nominate the more business-like group, as that 
is what ACNC are more interested in.  So if you have both elders and deacons, it is likely 
to be the deacons that are the “Responsible Persons”.   

There is one more important issue (with a twist); that under the Governance Standards, 
ACNC requires Responsible Persons to be suitable for their roles.  This means they must 
not be listed on either the ASIC Disqualified Persons Register or the ACNC Register of 
Disqualified Persons.  Generally speaking, these disqualifications relate to convictions of 
serious offences or dishonesty offences, or personal insolvency.  The twist is that Basic 
Religious Charities (BRC’s) are exempt from the Governance Standards and so this re-
striction on Responsible Persons does not to them.  Suddenly checking your BRC status 
might be important!  Even if your church is exempt, blindly ignoring this specification is 
not a good idea.  If one of your leaders is disqualified, it is wise to be aware of this and 
only appoint them if you have processed the issue thor-
oughly with them. 

I have yet to hear of ACNC randomly reviewing a charity’s 
constitution to see if it’s Responsible Persons have been 
correctly appointed by its internal process, but we know 

27 June 2017 



7 

there have been some instances where ACNC has looked into this in response to com-
plaints.  Thus, it is important to have your constitution clear on the appointment of lead-
ers, and follow your own rules. 

8. Finances 

Good financial management practice has been talked about in several contexts in the 
past, and many churches try to encode this into their constitutions.  For the most part, is-
sues like “two people counting the offering”, and “cash banked the next day”, and “not 
paying expenses directly out of offerings” are a bit too detailed to include in the constitu-
tion.  A better practice would be to set up a procedures manual which can go into all 
these matters in some detail, and if this needs some backbone, reference it in the consti-
tution with a rule that says something like; “Finances shall be managed in accordance 
with the requirements of the procedures manual reviewed and approved from time to time 
by the Diaconate.” 

However, one matter we have identified is critical to mention in the constitution, or else 
the ATO may well raise a concern.  This is to do with designated gifts and donations, and 
we have a couple of different specific wordings we can provide to churches.  The key 
message of these clauses is that any gift given to the church, even if it is given for a par-
ticular purpose, will be treated as free of any obligation to use it for that purpose.  In other 
words, the church always has control as to how the gift shall be used.  This may seem 
counter-intuitive at first reading.  ATO’s concern is that a church (a tax exempt entity) 
could be used to front up a scheme to avoid GST payable if the particular works were 
done by an individual.  The means of avoiding this problem is to ensure that anyone giv-
ing a gift to the church understands that they cannot influence how it is used.  If they have 
no influence, they cannot be deemed to be avoiding GST. 

It is worth pointing out that this does not apply to people who use the offering plate to give 
a gift directly to a mission group.  The amount is effectively passed in and out without af-
fecting the books, and the gift would have been tax exempt if the person had given it di-
rectly anyway.  But a gift to buy a data projector could be a problem, because if the per-
son had bought the supplies they would have paid GST, but by telling the church to buy 
them the GST is avoided.  So, this mechanism means the person can give the gift, and it 
is up to the church through their usual decision making processes to decide if it will be 
used to buy the projector. 

9. Holding Property 

Most churches own some land or own other forms of real property – although the nature 
of that ownership often causes some surprise.  Any church which is unincorporated entity 
(most QB churches) do not have what is termed “legal personality” and therefore cannot 
legally own anything!  While there are many theological and organisational reasons for a 
church to belong to a denomination, this issue of property 
ownership is a significant aspect of why a church is part of 
QB.  In QB’s own constitution is a statement that part of 
its purpose is to hold properties on trust for its member 
churches.  While this statement does not have to be recip-
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rocated in the church’s constitution, it is very good practice to do so.  Thus, we strongly 
encourage churches to include a “trusteeship clause” in their constitution, confirming that 
QB will act as the church’s trustee.  The consequence of this is that if future members are 
seeking to determine the ownership of their church buildings, they will know where to look 
and who to ask.   

The most obvious outworking of this is in owning land.  But the same approach ought to 
be used for leasing land, owning a motor vehicle, or even in minor matters like a photo-
copier lease.  Mind you, for small value items, the vendor will frequently do business di-
rectly with an unincorporated church because the risk is very low.  But the legalistic ap-
proach would say that even that sort of agreement ought to be signed with a legal entity 
such as QB in trust for the local church. 

10. Alterations to the Constitution 

Essential in every constitution is a statement about how the constitution itself can be 
changed.  Apart from QB looking for this in a church constitution, ACNC are also very 
keen to see appropriate process in place for making such changes.  The standard QB 
looks for is that the change is approved by the members at a meeting, that members get 
the opportunity to adequately review the change prior to it being presented, and that a 
suitable quorum is present at the meeting.  Some sample wording for this is included in 
the constitution template that is coming at the end of this series. 

Sometimes this clause also includes a direction regarding frequency of reviews.  It is ap-
propriate for the constitution to be reviewed thoroughly every five years or so, although I 
confess to being a fan of ensuring your constitution keeps pace with management prac-
tice in a church, which can alter fairly quickly at times.     

11. Dissolution of the Church 

The 11th and final essential element for a church constitution is also common to all consti-
tutions; it is referred to as a “winding up” clause.  Again in the spirit of good governance, 
this clause is of interest to everyone – and ACNC and the ATO will all be wanting to have 
a look at this clause closely.  The nasty trick with this clause is that the only time you 
need it is after your church has closed down, at which time you cannot simply call a mem-
bers’ meeting and make an alteration if it is wrong!  So – it is quite important to get right 
up front. 

ACNC’s specific interest is to ensure that members do not benefit from the closure of a 
charity.  For us, this means there must be a specific wording which precludes members 
obtaining any benefit of the closure of a church.  For most charities, the style of wording 
utilised is “assets are to be placed in the hands of another like-purposed charity”.  You 
can see that the “purpose” statement in your constitution is therefore important!   

For member churches of QB, the common wording is that 
the “assets are to be placed in the hands of The Baptist 
Union of Queensland”.  When a church closes, this consti-
tutional requirement is often affirmed with a request for 
the money to be used in a particular manner – often to as-
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sist the replant a church in a similar part of Queensland.  We seek to honour these state-
ments wherever possible, although where resources have been held for a long period 
and there appears little hope of the specific purpose ever being realised, we will frequent-
ly seek to reuse the finances for church planting more generally.  In keeping with the 
more general intent of winding up clauses, the assets from the closure of churches are 
not generally used for operating expenses, but held independently and redeployed into 
future church planting opportunities. 

To conclude these essential elements to be contained in a church constitution, we have 
developed a Constitution Self-Audit checklist, which enables you to spot check your con-
stitution against all of the issues we have raised. 

  

For more information about QB Church Constitutions, please see our other fact sheets: 

• QB Church Constitutions— Why should you have a church constitution? 

• QB Church Constitutions— Who is interested in your church constitution? 

• QB Church Constitutions— Constitution self-audit 

Of course, if you have any questions or need further help, please do not hes-
itate to contact us in the office: 
 

Queensland Baptists 

Administrative Services 

dapa@qb.org.au 

07 3354 5648 
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