CONSTITUTION OF THE CORNERSTONE CHURCH
Enacted February 25, 1988.  Amended and voted at the annual meetings of May 20, 1992, May 24, 1995 and May 21, 1997; and at a specially called meeting on May 15, 1998.  It was further amended and voted by the congregation on January 30, 2005.  (For the precise changes see the clerk's minutes.)

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Foreword





 


page 2

Article I   
Name





page 2

Article II  
Purpose





page 2

Article III 
Statement of Faith and Church Covenant

page 2


Article III.A
Secondary Authorities



page 5

Article IV  
Standards for Structure(s) Not Explicitly 




Commanded in the Bible



page 5

Article V  
Membership




page 5

Article VI  
Officers 



 

page 9 

Article VII 
Committees




page 19

Article VIII
Meetings




page 21

Article IX  
Sacraments




page 23

Article IX.A
Marriage




page 26

Article X  
Resolution of Irreconcilable Disagreements

page 27

Article XI  
Amendments




page 28 

Constitution for the Cornerstone Church
Foreword 


All the Articles of this Constitution that follow are to be considered parts which flow from one to the other to form one seamless whole.  One portion of it, therefore, should not be read in opposition to another.

Article I  Name


The legal name of this church as incorporated in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts is The Cornerstone Church of Gloucester, Massachusetts.  Its functional name shall be The Cornerstone Church.

Article II  Purpose


The purpose of this church shall be for preaching and teaching of and encouraging faith in and obedience to the word of God, as written in the Old and New Testaments of the Bible. This faith and obedience are broadly set forth under Article III below and expanded more particularly in the Secondary Authorities listed in Article III. A. below.


In seeking to achieve this purpose, the Cornerstone Church may elect to support, operate or participate in operating various outreach ministries. These include but are not limited to activities such as conferences or other meetings for the purpose of teaching and preaching; preparation, performance and recording of musical compositions; distribution of food or clothing, or provision for housing for those in need; and a primary, secondary or other school for training children and/or other persons who may, in God’s providence, desire such schooling.  The intention throughout is that by the transforming power of the Holy Spirit in those individuals, families and their and others’ children who will hear or be recipients and beneficiaries of these ministries, Christ’s church and kingdom may continue to advance locally and throughout the earth until God's will is done on earth as it now is in heaven. 

Article III  Statement of Faith and Church Covenant - The contents of this Article provide minimum doctrinal and ecclesiological standards for membership.


A. Only the sixty-six (66) books of the Old and New Testaments of the Bible are the true,
 God-breathed,
 and authoritative word to mankind
 regarding all things necessary to know
 and believe in order to please God.


B. The Bible also teaches the following: 



1. God created the universe and everything in it; he also created man and woman in his image and likeness, without fault or sin
 to believe his word, keep his commandments and enjoy him forever.



2. At the instigation of the fallen angel Satan, Eve was deceived
 and Adam and Eve sinned.
 All persons descended from them by ordinary generation are sinners,
 come into the world under God's wrath
 and curse
 and are in need of being reconciled to God.

3. No person can do anything to earn or merit God's salvation from his or her sins
 and their awful consequences.



4a. God sent his beloved and only Son
 to be the Christ or anointed One, the only Mediator between God and man, and the only way of atoning for human sin.
 Christ was conceived by the Holy Spirit in [and born from] a virgin named Mary and born from her; he was called Jesus and grew up in the town of Nazareth;
 he was truly God and truly man in his one person;
 he lived a perfect life without sin
 in obedience to the Old Testament
 and his Father God's will;
 and he performed many supernatural miracles,
 showing his power
 and compassion for humanity.
  These acts demonstrated that his teaching and authority were from God.



4b. Jesus shed his blood and died, voluntarily
 paying the ransom price for everyone who confesses and turns from his or her sins and believes in him,
 thereby accepting God's free gift of salvation.
  He was buried, and he rose from the dead on the third day;
 he was seen by his disciples,
 ate with them,
 and encouraged them to go forth as his apostles and to make disciples of all the nations.
 Forty days after rising from the dead, he ascended through the clouds to his Father as the eleven apostles watched.



4c. He will return as he left
 to end time,
 judge the living and resurrected dead,
 and fix the eternal states of heaven for believers and hell for unbelievers.



5. God the Holy Spirit, was active in creation and in many other ways during the Old Testament period. However, his work came to far greater prominence after Jesus’ ascension. He was sent by the Father and Son
 to apply Jesus' work of salvation by convicting and convincing people of their sins, of the danger of the last judgment, and of their need of God's righteousness through Jesus.
  Indwelling every true Christian,
 he is also the comforter and sustainer of all who believe.



6. The church or the body of Christ consists of believers of all time whose living, baptized
 members are now to carry on their earthly life in local gathered churches,
 which are to be shepherded by qualified leaders
 with Christ as the head.


C. In consequence of these beliefs and because of my love for Christ and his people and as a member of the Cornerstone church, I will 

1. seek to encourage the work of the gospel of Jesus Christ by regular attendance at Sunday services of the Cornerstone Church,
 



2. submit biblically to its officers,
 and 



3. participate in its activities with my abilities,
 financial support
 and prayers
 for God's blessing and direction.


D. In obedience to Christ, I will also 

1. seek to live out these beliefs before my family, neighbors, friends and all others, 

2. be ready to give an answer to any who may ask a reason for the hope I have in Christ,
 

3. pray the Lord of the harvest to raise up laborers for his harvest
--including from Cornerstone Church--and 

4. eagerly anticipate the time when God's kingdom will exist on earth as it now does in heaven.

Article III. A. Secondary Authorities


1. The faith and practice of this church are to be understood as strongly influenced by the biblical system of doctrine found in the Savoy Declaration (1658) and by the biblical system of church government found in the Cambridge Platform (1648), both being historic congregational standards.  

2. We include as sister authorities the Westminster Shorter and Larger Catechisms and Westminster Confession of Faith (WC).  From the Westminster Confession, we supplement the Savoy Declaration with paragraphs V & VI from Chapter XXIV Of Marriage and Divorce. These treat divorce.  We also view as sister documents the three-forms of unity used historically by the Dutch churches: the Belgic Confession (1561), the Heidelberg Catechism (1563) and  the Canons of Dort (1619).  Where these documents may conflict, we believe the Savoy Declaration & Cambridge Platform are to be preferred. 
3. Because the human mind is frail and all true Christians are still sinners even though justified before God, we do not wish to enforce slavish devotion to any of these Secondary Authorities.  The Bible is our final rule of faith and practice.  We do intend 1)that this church be chiefly guided by these Authorities’ understanding of Scripture, 2)that this Constitution is to be understood as written in light of them and 3)that they are to be consulted as providing the primary interpretive basis of this Constitution.

4. With Cambridge Platform chapter 17.6 in mind, we do not believe that the civil government of any country, though a minister of God for good and with the sword to enforce justice
 and whose laws should reflect the moral law of God, is in any way to interfere with or dictate the beliefs and practices of this church, especially when to obey the civil authority would be to disobey the Scriptures. 

5. We also provide for exceptions to these Authorities’ uniform requirement to baptize infants.  (See Article IX. B. below for details.)   

Article IV  Standards for Structure(s) Not Explicitly Commanded in the Bible


A. Whereas there may be areas of a church about which the Bible is not as expansive as on other areas, Scripture nevertheless provides principles by which a church may adopt structure to enable it to function decently and in order
 in every aspect of its life. 

B. By joining Cornerstone Church members pledge themselves to have read this Constitution and agree to abide by it, including anything they cannot, at the time of their becoming a member, either fully understand or agree with.
Article V  Membership   (Throughout this Article, the masculine pronoun shall be understood to include men and women.)


A. Relationship to non-members



1. There is no term "membership" in the Bible.  This term has sometimes been characterized as an artificial imposition, required to define the church as a charitable corporation merely to obtain exemption from taxes.



2. However, the words "member" and "part(s)" are used throughout the New Testament to describe those who belong to the invisible church
 or to a particular body of believers,
 and following Scripture and congregational practice, are ‘covenanted’ together as a distinct church.



3. This Constitution assumes, therefore, that the idea of membership is implicit in the functioning structure set forth in the Bible for God's people, both among the people of Israel and in the New Testament church.  There would otherwise be no definition of the sheep for which shepherds are to care, no identified body to encourage and discipline, no standards for individual commitment to a particular church, which are so organically necessary to its proper function.



4. The Bible does not present this structure in one place but in God's historic covenantal relationship between leaders and people.  The Lord knows those who are his,
 but man can and must continue to look only on the outside and cannot read hearts.  Therefore, a document setting forth a people's understanding of the requirements of belonging to and serving the Lord and the brethren in a particular church is imperative.



5. Since conversion to Christ is no mere individual decision but means becoming a part of his body, the church, and since Cornerstone Church is a congregational church, covenant membership in a particular church is a privilege and duty.   Those professing Christ as Lord and Savior and attending Cornerstone who are not members elsewhere will be urged to move toward joining Cornerstone or another evangelical church, preferably one that is confessionally reformed
.  

6.Those who profess faith and have been attending services on a regular basis for a reasonable time and yet refuse to move towards covenant membership (including taking a new members course if offered
) after attempts have been made to persuade them, should be advised by the elders that they will not be permitted to be baptized (if they have not been), partake of the Lord’s Supper or have their children baptized until they become members—either at Cornerstone or another evangelical, and preferably a confessionally reformed, church.  It is a grievous inconsistency to believe that joining a church is a privilege and duty of every Christian and not require it of those who otherwise are of like faith and spirit with us but wish to continue in good standing with the members at Cornerstone apart from covenant membership.  However, Christian kindness should be shown to all who attend Cornerstone. 


B. Requirements for membership other than pastor



1. Any person desiring to become a member of the Cornerstone church shall




a. be at least eighteen (18) years of age;




b. attend a class or classes taught by an elder or by a member approved by the elders concerning this Constitution and especially the Statement of Faith and Church Covenant set forth in Article III above and including instruction from relevant sections from the Secondary Authorities listed under Article III.A. above.  Each candidate will be given a copy of the Savoy Declaration & Cambridge Platform at the commencement of the class.



c.  thereafter confess full agreement with the content consistent with IV. B. above; any/all irresolvable objections or scruples to the Statement of Faith and Church Covenant should be made in writing to the elders, who will review them and decide whether to proceed with recommending the candidate to the church for membership;



d. receive or confess to have already received Christian baptism as set forth in Article IX below;




e. give evidence to the elders of the church regarding the validity of his/her confession of faith in Christ; and




f. regularly attend Sunday worship services at Cornerstone for four (4) consecutive months prior to being accepted into membership.  This may be excepted at the discretion of the elders if such attendance is impossible or difficult.  The elders may also permit, with the approval of the congregation, a person to be a member for a pre-determined period even though they live “out of bounds” and thus cannot regularly attend services.  The elders should review any such person’s status and report to the membership at least every six (6) months.  If the “out of bounds” period extends more than two (2) years, a full report from the elders to the members will be required for such party(ies) to retain membership.  



2. Candidates who have fulfilled the requirements of Article V, B.1. above shall present themselves at a Sunday worship service of the congregation with at least one-third (1/3) of its members present and after notice has been given to the congregation for the prior two (2) consecutive Sundays.  The elders of the church shall recommend such persons be received into membership, and they shall be so received upon a majority vote of the congregation.



3. Candidates wishing to transfer membership from another church may not do so without fulfilling the requirements stated in Article V, B. 1. above.  Written or verbal recommendations as to Christian beliefs and character from another church will be considered toward fulfilling Article V, B. 1. f. above but will not in or of themselves be considered grounds for acceptance into membership.



4. No one may become a member of the Cornerstone Church without first disengaging him- or herself from any other church membership he or she may have.


C. Privileges of membership 



1. These are in addition to those set forth in the Church Covenant under Article III, C. and D. above.



2. Only church members may vote or hold office.



3. Should the church vote to dissolve itself as a corporate entity, ownership of all assets shall be considered to belong equally only to those who are members at the time of such dissolution and will pass to an organization of like evangelical faith.  This shall be done at a special meeting of the congregation and passed by a simple majority vote.


D. Renewal of membership covenant



1. Annually on or around January first, the elders shall make inquiry of all members concerning their continued full belief in and commitment to the Statement of Faith and Church Covenant set forth in Article III above.

2. Such inquiries shall be hand-delivered to all members, or in the case of illness or other absence, sent to their current addresses on file and shall include a self-addressed stamped envelope or card for reply.



3. Should a member fail to respond within one (1) month, the elders shall attempt to get in touch with any such member, either by phone or in person, to ascertain the reason for not responding.  If all efforts fail to secure the renewal within two (2) months of delivery, such member shall be involuntary removal pursuant to section E. 2 below.

4. Any such removed member may be restored to his previous status by 1)appearing before the elders to explain the reasons membership was permitted to lapse; 2)a testimony regarding renewed interest in membership; and 3)a majority vote of the elders upon receipt of a written request from the member so removed to recommend him or her to the congregation for reestablishment of membership.  Thereafter a simple majority vote by the congregation will suffice for readmission. 

E. Discontinuance of membership



1. Voluntary




a. A member who wishes to terminate his membership for any reason is urged to discuss this intention with the elders.  Because joining a church, in the first place, involves a commitment not to be lightly undertaken, it should not, therefore, be lightly laid aside.  



b. Valid grounds for voluntarily discontinuing membership may arise from any cause that is mutually agreed upon between the member and the elders.
 



c. Upon such agreement, the elders will recommend to the membership that the member’s name be removed from the rolls. The clerk will note this recommendation in the minutes of the church records.  If the recommendation is ratified by a majority vote of at least one half (1/2) of the members present at a meeting called for this purpose, the member’s name will be removed from the rolls. This action should be acknowledged by a letter from the elders stating the reason and, wishing the departing member Godspeed.



2. Involuntary




a. Such withdrawal may encompass persistent lack of repentance from known sin, prolonged absence from worship, controversy, or unresolved disagreement with the church's teaching, leadership, or other members.




b. No one person or church body has perfect knowledge of all matters relating to the Bible and living a life pleasing to God based on its teaching.  Therefore, all controversy must be approached in a humble and contrite manner, seeking to arrive, by the Holy Spirit's direction, at the appropriate Scriptural teaching and its application.  It is hoped thereby that a consensus may be obtained among all parties to the disagreement, resulting in healing and restoration to the fullest extent possible in accordance with Matthew 18:15-17, Titus 3:10-11 and other relevant biblical texts.




c. When such efforts fail:

1) the elders shall give notice

A. to the congregation of a hearing on the matter and

B. to the offending member of the charge, the intended action of the hearing, and an invitation to attend.
2) No termination of membership may occur at the hearing.  Rather, the hearing is to be followed by all faithful efforts to bring the member to amendment in accordance with the law of Christ in Matthew 18:15-17.
3) Failing such amendment, a special congregational meeting concerning the elders’ recommendation to censure, suspend, or terminate the offender’s membership is to be held.  A simple majority vote of the membership is required to carry the action.  
4) No person removed from membership in accordance with this paragraph V.E.2. shall be permitted to receive the sacraments at Cornerstone until meeting with the elders, the reasons for removal addressed and the elders readmit them to the sacraments. Such readmission will be only on a temporary basis until it is decided whether such person(s) will be restored to membership at Cornerstone or will seek membership at another church.

Article VI  Officers


A. General 



1. It is both inconvenient and actually impossible in large congregations for the entire body to share in the governance of the church beyond speaking to one another and to the elders and voting on matters brought before the congregation.  The Scripture foresaw this and provided standards for representative rule during all times of the existence of God's covenant people.



2. In the New Testament such government was originally entrusted to the apostles; now it is to be carried out by elders and deacons until the return of Christ.



3. All officers in the Cornerstone Church shall have been members of the church for at least six (6) months before being eligible to serve as an officer of the church.



4. Since serving in office is a ministry, all officers of the church shall be either elders or deacons.

5. There is no set number of officers because there is no guarantee that a fixed number of qualified candidates will be available at any given time.  But whenever possible, in addition to the pastor there shall always be two (2) elders and three (3) deacons. 

5a. There shall normally be these five (5) officers: moderator, treasurer, assistant treasurer, clerk, and Christian Education Superintendent as fully described in Article VI. D below.



6. Term




a. For elders (with the exception of the pastor and associate pastor), the normal term of office shall be three (3) years.  This may be succeeded by another three (3) year term upon reelection.  Normally, after a maximum of six (6) consecutive years of service in any office, except the pastor, moderator and associate pastor, there shall be a mandatory one (1) year sabbatical for refreshment and to gain the benefit of a non-officer's perspective.




b. The clerk, treasurer, assistant treasurer and Christian Education Superintendent, shall be elected annually for one (1) year.  Normally, after six (6) such successive terms, they shall also enjoy a mandatory one (1) year sabbatical for refreshment and to gain the benefit of a non-officer's perspective.




c. All persons, except the pastor and associate pastor, elected at the annual meeting will take office on the first day of the first month following the annual meeting.




d. Should any office holder, for any reason, request the church to be relieved of his/her office during the term, resignation may occur but preferably after thirty (30) days notice.



7. With the exception of the pastor and associate pastor, and any interim elections to fill a vacancy during the year, all church officers shall normally be elected by the congregation at the Annual Meeting.



8. All first-time elders and deacons shall be ordained on the first Sunday's worship service following their election.  Such ordination shall include 




a. the members of the church publicly acknowledging the gifts and qualifications of those elected to serve as deacons or elders and thereby agreeing to submit to them according to Scripture and Church Covenant contained in Article III above; and 




b. the act of formally inaugurating such persons to office by laying on of hands, prayer and fasting for God to fill them with his Spirit, thereby enabling them to carry out their duties to his glory and the good of the church.



9. No person shall be nominated for re-election to a board who has failed to attend two-thirds (2/3) or more of its properly scheduled meetings during the previous year without justifiable cause.



10. No candidates for office shall be nominated from the floor at the annual meeting.



11. Only the treasurer, assistant treasurer, and chairman of the elders shall be able to sign checks in the name of the church.



12. The Chairman of the Board of Elders shall be considered the legal corporate officer of the church or, in his absence, any member of the church so delegated by a majority of the elders.



13. It is the duty and privilege of the congregation to pray for and encourage its officers.  These are both needed to effectively carry out their tasks.


B. Elders



1. General




a. Elders are heirs of apostolic functions, if not of all apostolic gifts.  These functions, however, may not exceed their description in the New Testament.  Elders are to love and serve their own congregation in the same way that Christ served and continues to serve his church.  Our Lord Jesus Christ provided an important example in John 13 where he washed his disciples' feet.




b. Under the rule of the Lord Jesus Christ and according to New Testament standards, elders are to be elected and are to shepherd the flock which elects them.  They are directly accountable first to Christ and then to the congregation for the proper exercise of their duties.




c. Since their duties include exercising proper rule over men and authoritative teaching, only men may serve as elders.




d. They shall elect a chairman and as needed a secretary and assign their other duties as they deem appropriate.




e. In addition to having a knowledge and love for the Holy Scriptures, every elder is required to read and study the Savoy Declaration and the Cambridge Platform and thereafter be willing to affirm that the governance of Cornerstone Church is to be shaped by these documents.  If at any time he does not believe he can continue to so affirm, he should inform the pastor and other elder(s) for resolution.  If it is more than a matter of words and he cannot be persuaded to change his mind, and the pastor and other elder(s) believe he should no longer serve as elder, then





1)if he is willing to step down from the eldership, he may do so with no prejudice to his membership, assuming the issue(s) do(es) not otherwise jeopardize his membership status; or 





2)if he is not willing to step down, the elders, after taking steps in love to try to persuade him to do so, may call a meeting of the congregation. If after study and prayer, the congregation exonerates the dissident elder, then there should be a referendum on the existing eldership and elections held as soon as convenient to confirm the existing slate or alter it after the Nominating Committee has submitted the names of candidates, if the church so requests.  (Note: the elder who is the subject of debate will not serve on such Nominating Committee.)  If the congregation decides against the dissident, he should be admonished and removed from the eldership.     



2. Classes of Elders





a. The Bible teaches there is to be a plurality of elders.




b. Such a passage as 1 Timothy 5:17, Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching, indicates there is to be a distinction between those elders whose responsibilities include teaching (normally pastors) and those elders who simply rule.




c. The pastor and (any) associate pastor will be elders by virtue of their office.



3. Qualifications




a. 





-above reproach





-the husband of but one wife, i.e. not a bigamist





-temperate





-self-controlled





-respectable





-given to providing hospitality





-able to teach





-not given to much wine





-not violent but gentle





-not quarrelsome





-not a lover of money





-managing his own family well and seeing to it that his children obey him with proper respect; for if anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God's church?





-not a recent convert or he may become conceited and fall under the same judgment as the devil





-have a good reputation with outsiders so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil's trap





-blameless





-a man whose children believe and are not open to the charge of being wild and disobedient





-not overbearing





-not quick-tempered





-not pursuing dishonest gain





-one who loves what is good





-upright





-holy





-disciplined





-holding firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage others by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it





-able and willing to visit and pray for the sick





-willing to discipline the congregation, visit and minister to them from house to house





-as one who will share in the glory to be revealed, he should tend the flock of God under his care, serving as an overseer, not because he must, but because he is willing as God wants him to be.


b. No man measures up at all times or in every respect to these qualifications.  But since it is pleasing to God that Christian men pray and strive to attain such standards and for a man to want to be an elder is to seek a good work,
 the congregation shall endeavor to elect men who have been examined by the elders and whose lives give evidence of conforming most closely to these qualifications.



4. Election of elders.  Elders shall be chosen at the annual meeting unless a vacancy occurs during a church year.  It shall then be at the discretion of the pastor upon recommendation of the remaining elder(s) as to whether a substitute shall be chosen before the next annual meeting, and procedures under Article VII, C. 4. and Article VIII, B. 3. below shall be followed.



5. Duties 




a. The elders shall oversee the entire function and life of the church.
  In particular, they shall be responsible for its spiritual well-being and exercise oversight of all boards, committees, and ministries of the church.




b. Under the primary direction of the pastor, elders shall be responsible for the selection of any guest speakers, teachers, the form of the worship services, and the administration of both church discipline and other church ordinances. 




c. The elders shall also be available for prayer, especially in ministering to the sick;
 and the laying on of hands in commissioning brethren to various ministries
 and on such other occasions as are deemed appropriate.




d. The elders will oversee the annual church covenant renewal process (See Article V.D above).  




e. The elders shall see that former churches of new members are notified that their names may be dropped from the former church’s roll and, when appropriate, write letters of recommendation and commendation for former or current members.




f. Normally the church moderator shall be an elder.



6. Withdrawal from eldership before end of term (pastor and associate pastor excepted)




a. Voluntary - The same standards shall apply as set forth under Article V, E. 1. above with appropriate verbal substitutions for elders.




b. Involuntary





1) This shall require in every case the concurring testimony of two (2) or more witnesses in accordance with 1 Timothy 5:19-20 concerning the grounds for discipline.





2) If the other elders do not believe the matter jeopardizes the subject elder's membership, the standards set forth in Article V, E. 2. b. and c. above shall be followed, substituting the terms "elder" and "eldership" for "member" and "membership" respectively.





3) If the other elders believe the matter jeopardizes the subject elder's membership, the standards set forth in Article V, E. 2. b. and c. above shall be followed.



7. Pastor




a. The primary teaching elder is the pastor, who is designated in Scripture by various names which emphasize the different responsibilities entrusted to him.





1) In Ephesians 4:11he is called a pastor (or shepherd) as one who is responsible to feed the flock of God with spiritual food.  The means of this feeding is primarily teaching, and in the same verse and elsewhere
 he is called a teacher.





2) As one who exercises oversight of the flock of God, he is called bishop or overseer.





3) As one who is to be temperate, worthy of respect, wise, prudent, an example to the flock, and a leader over the household of God, he is termed an elder or presbyter.




b. Calling of a pastor





1) When a vacancy occurs or is anticipated in the office of pastor, the elders shall immediately appoint a pastoral selection committee consisting of three (3) or more members of the church, of which at least one (1) shall be an elder.





2) It shall be the first duty of the committee to hold a meeting of the congregation to consider the qualifications which they seek in a new pastor.  The committee should next make a canvass of available candidates, including members of the church, and examine their qualifications.  If feasible, the committee or its chosen representatives, should visit promising candidates in their present pastorates if any.  Where a candidate does not have a pastorate and a visit to the church is feasible for him, he should be invited to visit the committee.





3) When it appears desirable, the committee, if approved by the elders, may invite such a candidate to occupy the pulpit on a convenient Sunday.  Upon completion of their canvass, the committee shall report their findings to a joint meeting of the elders and deacons and make recommendation of their choice or choices.  The above meeting shall, by a majority vote of those present, decide which, if any, of the candidates should be invited to come, meet and teach the congregation, or to direct that further search should be made for a pastor.  The committee at the direction of the elders shall make all necessary arrangements.





4) As soon as feasible after the candidate (or candidates as appropriate) has appeared before the congregation, a special meeting of the congregation shall be held and a vote taken whether or not to call a candidate to the church.  Should the first candidate called decline, then another candidate shall be called or searched for and called until an acceptance is obtained.





5) During the interim between pastors, the elders may engage an available pastor, seminary student or other suitable man to conduct the services.




c. Duties of the pastor





1) The pastor shall become a member of the church, if not one already, upon accepting his call, and shall be so received at the first convenient Sunday worship service thereafter.





2) The pastor shall exercise primary oversight of the spiritual life of the church in conjunction with the other elders.





3) He shall preach and teach the Bible, refute those who contradict it and exhort the brethren.





4) He shall oversee administration of the sacraments as set forth in Article IX below.





5) He shall be an ex officio, voting member of all boards and committees.





6) Subject to Article VIII, B. 3. below, he may call a meeting of the congregation at any time it shall seem advisable.




d. Resignation and termination of the pastor





1) The pastor may resign his office at any time but is requested to do so after submitting his written intention to the other elders at least six (6) weeks prior to the date when his resignation becomes effective.





2) The pastor may have his duties as pastor and/or his membership terminated for cause for the well-being of the church.  The grounds and procedure shall be identical to that specified in Article VI, B. 6. b. above.




e. Temporary vacancy of office.  Should the office of pastor become vacant, or should the pastor become incapacitated or unable to serve as pastor, the chairman of the board of elders shall assume such duties of the pastor as may be appropriate.  Should he be unwilling or unable to serve, then another elder, elected by the board of elders, shall serve in lieu of the chairman until such time as the pastor is able to return to his duties or his successor has been called and installed.



8. Associate pastor




a. Upon the recommendation of the pastor and elders, the church may call an associate pastor for specified duties to assist the pastor in performing his work.  He shall be an elder upon assuming his duties and after ordination as set forth under Article VI. A. 8 above.




b. Such duties may include visitation, evangelism, youth ministries, topical teaching, preaching, nursing home and prison ministries, or any other tasks which the church has opportunity and vision to pursue but which its existing members and officers will be better enabled to do with such additional leadership.




c. The call and its terms shall conform to 7. b. and c. above but with examination of the candidate(s) adapted to the specific gifts needed to carry out the duties envisioned for the position.


C. Deacons



1. General




a. The Bible suggests that where needed, in addition to elders in every church, there also be deacons.


b. Judging from Acts 6:1-6, the office of deacon arose in order to care for the physical needs in the church while enabling the apostles, as the leaders of the church at Jerusalem, to devote themselves to their spiritual duties.




c. Deacons are responsible for the material well-being of the congregation and the church building, function and equipment, although perhaps not too sharp a distinction between spiritual and material should be drawn in light of Acts 11:30 and other passages.




d. Collectively the deacons are known as the diaconate.




e. Since the diaconate is an excellent proving ground for the eldership, it should, therefore, be primarily filled by qualified men.  However both men and women may serve, we believe, for these reasons: 





1) this is not a teaching or ruling position in the church where only men are permitted to serve;





2) in Romans 16:1, Phoebe is called a deacon, and it is not clear that this title was limited to her mission of service to Paul rather than as an officer of a particular church; and




3) First Timothy 3:11 may refer not to the wives of deacons but to women deacons.



2. Qualifications 




-persons of good repute




-full of the Holy Spirit and of wisdom




-worthy of respect




-sincere




-not indulging in much wine




-not pursuing dishonest gain




-keeping hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience




-have first been tested and then if there is nothing against them, to serve




-husband of one wife, i.e. not a bigamist




-managing children and household well.

No man or woman measures up at all times or in every respect to these qualifications.  But since it is pleasing to God that Christians pray and strive to attain such standards, the congregation shall endeavor to elect those who have been examined by the elders and whose lives give evidence of conforming most closely to these qualifications.



3. Election.  The same procedure shall apply as for elders and is stated under Article VI, B. 4. above with appropriate verbal substitutions for deacons.



4. Duties




a. General





1) The diaconate shall be responsible for the physical well-being of the church by ministering to and caring for the physical needs of the brethren, including a suitable meeting place.





2) Under the oversight of the elders, they shall have charge of all financial and business affairs and shall authorize and direct the treasurer to pay bills and disburse funds, including those for specific works of mercy.





3) Authority for disbursements up to fifteen percent (15%) in excess of line item budgeted amounts shall not be given unless voted at a joint meeting of the diaconate and elders called for this purpose.





4) Amounts above fifteen percent (15%) or taking out a mortgage or other loan will require congregational approval at a meeting called for this purpose.



b. Specific.  The diaconate shall ordinarily




1) provide for expressions of hospitality to the brethren and to any special guests, including needed accommodations, coffee hours, and so on;





2) assist elders in the preparation and serving of the Lord's Supper;





3) collect tithes and offerings;





4) appoint and supervise any ushers or greeters as desired;





5) have custody and oversight of the disbursements of funds set apart for the relief of the poor;





6) visit and minister to prisoners, the sick, the infirm and any other afflicted brethren; and




7) care for all church property and appoint or hire a sexton as needed.


5. Withdrawal.  The same standards will be followed as those prescribed for elders under Article VI, B. 6. above with appropriate verbal substitutions for deacons.


D. Specific officers.  Further to paragraph A.5.a. above, there shall be five (5) officers with duties as enumerated below.



1. Moderator - shall




a. preside over all duly called meetings of the congregation.




b. In his absence the congregation shall elect a moderator for any duly called meeting.


2. Treasurer - shall



a. receive and hold all funds of the church and the various accounts that it manages, including monies, offerings and gifts designated for specific purposes which meet with the approval of the elders.  All unapproved gifts will be returned to the donor(s).




b. forward the amounts collected for specific purposes and pay out the remainder within the constraints of the budget established by the elders and approved by the congregation at the annual meeting.




c. make regular periodic financial reports to the diaconate and an annual written report of his receipts and expenditures at the annual meeting.




d. supply a report to each donor all gifts received in any given year in accordance with current Internal Revenue Service regulations.



3. Assistant Treasurer – besides assisting the treasurer shall have full authority to transact the business of the church in the absence of the treasurer.  (The treasurer shall be deemed absent upon receipt of notice by the assistant treasurer giving the period of such absence, or if the treasurer is absent without notice from his regular address for a period of one (1) week and his whereabouts are unknown.)


4. Clerk – shall 




a. keep a complete record of the transactions of all business meetings of the church which shall be read for approval at the next special or regular business meeting.




b. keep a register of the church's members and include such items as births, the date of their reception, baptism, marriage, termination or death, and offices previously held.




c. keep on file copies of all correspondence, all official reports and records and any other valuable papers of the church.



5. Christian Education Superintendent - shall



a. be chair of the Christian Education Committee.




b. have responsibility under the elders and in conjunction with fellow Christian Education Committee members for any program for infants through high school age children in the church, including recommendation through the Committee to the elders regarding teachers, activities and materials.




c. make use of every resource in the church, including its members and officers, in carrying out the duties of this office.

Article VII  Committees


A. General



1. All committees shall be directly accountable to the elders and shall report their activities, including all financial transactions, to the congregation at the annual meeting.  Such reports shall be submitted to the elders at least two (2) weeks before the meeting.



2. Committees shall not exist independently of the congregation's oversight as administered through its officers who must work to avoid divisions in or exclusions from rightful ministry and the harmony of the church.



3. Committee members who miss more than one third (1/3) of a committee's regularly scheduled meetings in a year without reasonable cause shall be ineligible to serve a succeeding term.



4. Except for the Nominating Committee (see C. below), members of committees shall be elected for a one (1) year term, and may be normally reelected for no more than six (6) successive years to the same committee before enjoying a sabbatical year (as provided for the officers of the church under Article VI.A.6. above) for refreshment and to gain the benefit of a non-officer's perspective.



5. Missions, Nominating and Christian Education committees shall exist whenever possible and shall function as set forth below.

6. All meetings of the Missions and Christian Education Committees shall be open to any member of the church.


B. Missions committee



1. There shall be a missions committee consisting normally of four (4) or more members including at least one (1) elder and one (1) member of the diaconate, appointed by their respective boards.  The committee's other members shall be elected at the annual meeting.



2. The Missions Committee shall seek to advise the congregation about the work of the gospel throughout the world and shall recommend local and foreign missions programs for support by the church, especially those actively engaged in evangelism, disciple making, and church planting and development.  They should regularly inform the church regarding specific needs of our missionaries.



3. In considering and recommending new persons or projects, preference shall be given to those which are in accord with Article III. A. above.



4. Works of mercy and charity worthy of church support shall be referred to the diaconate for recommendation concerning funding and execution in accord with established budgetary guidelines from the annual meeting.



5. It should be a part of the work and prayers of the church to send out her own sons and daughters into missionary work throughout the world.


C. Christian Education Committee - shall


1. oversee programs and activities for the minors in the church.  This includes planning Sunday training of every kind, vacation Bible school, retreats, and other events and activities appropriate for the Christian development of children.



2. be chaired by the Christian Education Superintendent (see Article VI, D. 5. above), and shall normally include either one (1) elder or one (1) deacon (whichever the Superintendent is not) and whenever possible at least two (2) other members of the congregation who are willing to serve.


D. Nominating Committee



1. The Nominating Committee shall consist of the elders and two (2) or three (3) members chosen annually by the congregation approximately six (6) weeks before the annual meeting.



2. The Committee shall nominate persons to be elected for all appropriate offices and committees at the annual meeting.



3. Although a consensus should be sought for every nominee, a simple majority shall constitute the deciding vote in all cases.



4. Should a vacancy occur in elected office prior to the expiration of the normal term, the pastor may convene the Nominating Committee to nominate a candidate to fill the unexpired term.

5. The conclusions of the Nominating Committee shall be made public at least two (2) Sundays before the annual meeting in order to encourage the congregation to discuss the Committee's choices and to recommend any other persons for office whom they feel are qualified to serve.  This opportunity is vital since nominations from the floor at the annual meeting for church officers are not permitted.  (See Article VI, A. 10. above and Article VIII, B. 2. c. 4) below.)

Article VIII  Meetings


A. Worship services.  Worship services shall be held each Sunday morning, evening and at such other times as may be determined by the pastor and the elders. Weekly prayer gatherings shall be held as regularly as possible.

B. Church business meetings



1. General




a. A quorum shall consist of one half (1/2) of the members of the church, and a simple majority shall constitute a deciding vote in all matters except those listed immediately below under item b., although a consensus of the membership shall be sought in every instance.




b. A two-thirds (2/3) vote shall be required





1) to call a pastor or an associate pastor; or




2) to amend this Constitution.



c. Notice shall be given by announcement from the pulpit at least two (2) Sundays prior to the meeting.




d. In matters of procedural disagreement, the most recent edition of Robert's Rules of Order shall prevail.  The diaconate shall provide the moderator with a copy.




e. In addition to the annual meeting and special meetings described at items 2. & 3. immediately below, it is desirable that there be other congregational meetings throughout the year for the purpose of any business that the church wishes to discuss.  Such matters should be presented to the elders for establishing an agenda prior to the meeting.



2. Annual meeting




a. This meeting shall normally be held on the first Friday evening of March each year.




b. As much as is possible and convenient, the elders shall make an agenda and supporting documents available one (1) week before the annual meeting to give the congregation opportunity to know and discuss its contents.




c. Procedure





1) The moderator shall preside, and the meeting shall be opened with a Scripture reading and prayer.





2) The pastor, boards and committees (except the nominating committee) shall each present an annual report of their activities.





3) The moderator shall then call for the report of the nominating committee.  After giving opportunity for discussion from the floor, the annual election shall be made for treasurer, assistant treasurer, clerk, Christian Education Superintendent, deacons, elders and other committee members where vacancies exist.





4) No office shall be open for nomination from the floor unless sufficient candidates to fill required positions are not elected.  In this event, names may be presented of alternate nominees from the nominating committee, and if these also fail to be elected, nominations from the floor may be made and submitted to the nominating committee for review and presentation to the congregation at a meeting to take place as soon after the annual meeting as convenient.  This procedure shall continue until the requisite number of offices is filled.





5) Any old business shall be transacted.





6) A budget shall be approved and any new business shall be transacted.



3. Special meetings




a. From time to time matters will arise requiring the consideration and vote of the congregation other than at the annual meeting or other congregational meetings. Although such meetings may be held following a regular Sunday morning worship service, as much as possible they should be held at any other convenient time.




b. Such meetings may be called by the pastor, by a majority of the elders or, after discussion with the elders, by any five (5) members of the church.

Article IX  Sacraments


A. There shall be two (2) sacraments (sometimes also called ordinances) in the Cornerstone Church: Christian baptism and the Lord's Supper or Communion. Whenever available, the pastor and elders are to administer both sacraments.

B. See Article V.A.6 regarding church membership requirements for participation in the sacraments.


C. Christian baptism



1. General




a. This act was commanded by our Lord Jesus Christ, not as necessary to be right with God, but as an act of grateful obedience to him.  It was practiced by his apostles and Christ intended it to continue until the end of time.




b. Sadly, it has been the cause of division among brethren who have otherwise been of one mind and heart in their beliefs about the Christian faith and what the Bible teaches.




c. In light of this regrettable division and in a sincere effort to recognize that baptism is secondary to such saving doctrines as justification by faith alone, repentance unto life and the perseverance of all the elect, we do not believe that it is appropriate to bind anyone's conscience on this issue by insisting on a position beyond that expressed at items 2. - 4. below.




d. Regarding who are the proper subjects and what is the proper mode of water baptism, each individual must come to his or her own convictions from the Bible and with the aid of the Secondary Authorities listed at Article III.A. above.




e. It is and shall remain the steadfast endeavor of the leadership of this church never to break fellowship over water baptism with anyone who is otherwise in harmony with the content of Article III above.



2. Mode of baptism and who may perform it



a. We do not believe that there are conclusive, biblical arguments able to convince all that any one mode of either immersion, pouring or sprinkling is the only correct mode of water baptism, or to prove that baptism is a matter of first importance
, though important enough because practiced and commanded by Christ and his apostles.




b. However, since the Secondary Authorities named under Article III.A. above when they mention the subject support infant baptism and support either sprinkling or pouring, after all efforts have been made by the elders to convince a child’s parent(s) or sponsor(s), the candidate's preference (or in the case of infants, his or her parent(s) or sponsor(s)) for either sprinkling, pouring or immersion shall be honored.  However, when a body of water is not available or the season of the year does not permit immersion, the candidate shall be baptized by either sprinkling or pouring.




c. Although there is no biblical command that only church officers perform baptisms, this is strongly supported in the Secondary Authorities where the subject is discussed.  Accordingly, the Cornerstone pastor, other pastor of like faith or an elder shall perform all baptisms.


3. Baptism of professing believers




a. Persons who have never been baptized, or persons who were baptized before professing repentance from sin and faith in our Lord Jesus Christ and do not believe such prior baptism was valid, should give evidence to the elders regarding the grounds of this conviction, of the genuineness of his or her confession of faith and willingness to give him/herself up to covenant church membership, either at Cornerstone or a church of like faith.




b. Believing that the candidate's profession is genuine and the grounds for seeking baptism are valid, the elders shall present the candidate to the congregation at a regular worship service of the church or other gathering of the church.  If there are no known reasons why baptism should be denied, the candidate shall be baptized with water in the presence of the congregation after giving testimony of his or her repentance and faith in Christ, to the elders privately and if he or she so desires, also to the congregation.



c. If the elders do not believe baptism is required and the candidate agrees, admission to membership may proceed as described above.
  If the candidate disagrees, baptism may not be performed until the issue is resolved between the candidate and the elders.  



4. Baptism of infants or children too young to profess their own faith




a. Undoubtedly many children and infants are baptized in churches whose beliefs are contrary to those expressed in this Article IX and Article III.A.  We believe such baptisms are contrary to the Word of God.




b. This does not mean, however, that the baptism of young children or infants is prejudicial to the salvation of its recipient but rather has strong biblical support.




c. The majority of churches tracing their heritage to the Protestant Reformation accept the practice of infant baptism, not as an option, but as a command analogous to Old Testament circumcision, whereby infant male children were externally accepted into covenant standing with God and his people.  So, they ask, should such privilege be denied new covenant children when there is no express command to exclude them?




d. They also point to the instances of households being baptized where undoubtedly in at least some cases small children or infants were present.




e. For these and many other reasons, concerning which there is a vast literature, such persons will be accepted for Christian baptism provided all the following are true:





1) the parents or parent or guardian or guardians who are presenting them for baptism (hereinafter called "sponsors") give credible evidence to the elders of the church regarding their own repentance from sin and faith in our Lord Jesus Christ and are members in good standing of an evangelical church;





2) such sponsors affirm that baptism does not save the child from the wrath of God in this life or the next and that the child must, in order to escape this just wrath, confess his or her sins and put faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior upon coming to later years and that if the child should die before they confess faith and repentance, their sponsors leave to God's great goodness and justice the child's everlasting state but that in no case does baptism work in or of itself savingly to bring such child to God; and





3) such sponsor promises to raise the child in the fear of the Lord in the company of a particular, evangelical church and toward the hope of the child coming to his or her own repentance and saving faith in Christ Jesus.


f. The congregation should then pledge their prayers and labors to see the baptized child(ren) own the covenant themselves and go on to maturity in Christ.


D. The Lord's Supper or Communion



1. This meal is the New Testament fulfillment of the Old Testament Passover celebration and was inaugurated by Christ’s own words.



2. As such it belongs exclusively to the family of Christ, to those who have been united with his body by repentance from sin, faith in his death for them, and identification with him in baptism.



3. Professing, baptized believers who are not members of the Cornerstone Church will be invited to partake of this meal in accordance with Article V.A.6. above after being advised of its meaning and the serious warnings of the Apostle Paul in First Corinthians 11.  This passage or its content should be set before the congregation at every celebration of the Supper.



4. Parent(s), sponsors or guardian(s) of any minor children shall be responsible to meet with the elders and discuss their child(ren)’s readiness for participation.



5. The Lord's Supper is more than a mere remembrance or calling to mind the events it celebrates, namely the particular sufferings our Lord Jesus underwent for his people at his death.  It is also the church's proclamation of his death and the salvation based solely upon it.

Article IX.A  Marriage

A. Although the Bible and Secondary Authorities cited under Article III.A. above define and treat this subject extensively, in light of the uncertainty in the public practice and legislation in the United States, and especially in light of the wholly unpredictable interpretations and decisions of the United States and various states’ constitutional matters in federal and state courts, it is imperative that Cornerstone Church's position about marriage be clearly spelled out.

B. No marriage except a marriage between a man and a woman shall be performed or in any way assisted in by the pastor or any other officer of the Cornerstone Church, who may be licensed in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts or any other state to perform civil unions or marriages. 

C. If the pastor or any other officer so licensed does assist in or perform a civil union or marriage for persons other than a man and a woman, it will be grounds for immediate dismissal from office and/or from membership in the Cornerstone Church.

D. The sanctions in B & C above are necessary because this church, as stated in Article III above, is founded on the Bible alone and guided in its interpretation by the aforementioned Secondary Authorities, which we believe best represent the system of doctrine and church order taught in the Bible.

E. Marriage is a covenant
 and was solely designed by God himself to be between a man and a woman.  This is clear from the creation of Eve to be a helper suited to Adam
 and for the physical procreation of their race on the earth.  For this reason a man is to leave his father and mother and cleave to one woman, who is to be his only wife and he to be her only husband as long as they both shall live.  Thus the two become one flesh,
 to use biblical language.

F. Any joining of persons of the same sex or of a human being with a beast—whether casually or as covenanted and thus intending to remain together as if married--are abominations to the God of the Bible and are worthy of death and eternal punishment in hell.  Thus involving oneself in any way with effecting such a purported union, or any other union condemned in Leviticus chapters 18 and 20 or anywhere else in the Bible, is unworthy of someone professing to be a disciple of the Lord Jesus Christ.

G. If federal or state laws should ever require any member of Cornerstone Church who is duly licensed as described in B. of this Article to assist in or perform civil unions, or to assist in or perform marriages of persons other than one man and one woman, the elders shall call a meeting of the congregation to discuss what steps ought be taken to respond to such a circumstance in line with the church’s stand on the authority of the Bible alone as having priority over any other authority whenever they may conflict.  “We must obey God rather than men”
 in this as well as everything else the Bible addresses.    

Article X  Synod for Resolution of Irreconcilable Disagreements

A. The intent of this Article is to provide a way to resolve potentially ruinous conflict by following the scriptural
 and wise counsel of historic Reformed New England Churches as set forth in the Cambridge Platform.


B. There are many good reasons for churches and/or their representatives to associate; but particularly in the event of any irreconcilable conflict which may threaten to undermine the peace of the Cornerstone Church, the congregation shall seek the wisdom of sister churches of like faith in a duly called synod or vicinage council, comprised of their elders or other male representatives.  The Cornerstone Church shall receive any admonition and be bound by any judgment from such a synod which are designed to bring peace and are within the limits of the authority granted the synod by Cornerstone but not in violation of this our Constitution or in contradiction of the explicit testimony of the Bible.


C. Such a synod may be called by a simple majority vote of members at a congregational meeting concerning which the members have been notified by announcement from the pulpit on the two (2) Sundays prior to the meeting.


D. The following agenda shall be followed at the meeting:



1. The subject matter and specific appeal to be made to the synod shall be set forth;



2. The limits of the synod's authority shall be precisely defined; and



3. The particular sister churches to be invited to comprise the synod shall be named.


E. If the meeting fails to call the synod as noted above in C. of this Article, then any group of members comprising not less than one-third (1/3) of the membership may present a written and signed petition to the elders covering item C. of this Article with adequate supporting information.


F. Based on such a petition, the elders may, at their discretion, proceed to call such a synod.  Otherwise, the elders shall call a special meeting in the manner provided in Article VIII, B. 3. above to again consider the calling of a synod, and if at such a meeting the vote for a synod again fails to obtain a majority and if following said meeting at least one-third (1/3) of the members support in writing the original petition, the elders shall then proceed forthwith to call such a synod.


G. Quorum and voting



1. A quorum at the synod shall consist of male representatives from three (3) of the churches invited to participate.



2. Each church represented shall be assigned one (1) vote.



3. Such quorum shall be competent to transact any business within the precise limits of authority prescribed by Cornerstone.


H. Definition of "like faith"



1. For general matters, it shall be adequate to define "like faith" as what is believed by those brethren who profess evangelical faith, that is, those who do or would adhere to the great creeds of the early church (e.g. Apostolic, Nicean, Athanasian, etc.), along with confessing a belief in the inerrancy of Scripture and the necessity of regeneration by the Holy Spirit (this would be true for churches adhering to the Statement of Faith of the Conservative Congregational Christian Conference).



2. For matters of doctrinal controversy, "like faith" shall more narrowly be restricted to those brethren who are also in substantial agreement with Cornerstone's Statement of Faith (Article III above) and as much as may be had, agreement to the Secondary Authorities of Article III.A.


I. Whenever possible sister churches of confessionally reformed faith ought to be sought first among neighboring churches and/or among churches in the Conservative Congregational Christian Conference in our proximity--in other words, among those churches with whom we enjoy a measure of ongoing fellowship and mutual esteem.

Article XI  Amendments.  

This Constitution may be amended by a two-thirds (2/3) vote of at least one half (1/2) of the members of the church present at a meeting called for that purpose, provided the text of the proposed amendment has been made available in writing to members present at the three (3) consecutive Sunday services preceding such meeting.
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