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As I write these lines it is the seventh day of January, 1957; the busy but always 

interesting holiday season has once again come and gone; the annual congregational meetings 

were held in the various churches of our denomination; men were elected from previously 

announced nominations to serve as elders and deacons in their respective congregations, and 

only days ago these office- bearers-elect were inducted into their offices. 

The matter that interests us at this time is the congregational meeting. We hear so much 

about them; perhaps we ourselves attend them at regular intervals. Really, what is a 

congregational meeting? What is its character? What do the members of God’s church actually 

do at such a meeting? Do they merely render advice, voice their opinions, deliberate, express a 

preference for one thing or another, for one individual or another, while the decisions proper and 

their execution remain entirely with the consistory? Or is there something more binding, more 

authoritative about the congregational meeting and is there being exercised at least some 

measure of ecclesiastical authority? Is it so, perhaps, then we must think of the congregational 

meeting as being, really, the highest ecclesiastical assembly in the church of Christ, while the 

consistory is only the instrument of the congregation for the execution of its decrees? 

About the last of these views we need say very little. According to the Congregational 

system of church government the congregational meeting is really the highest ecclesiastical 

body, the one and only authoritative church assembly. The government in the church is strictly of 

the people, by the people and for the people. Office-bearers are merely men, appointed and 

delegated by the congregation to carry out the will of the people and to execute the decisions of 

the congregational meeting. Rid yourself of every vestige of this erroneous notion. This view has 

no place at all in the Reformed system of church government. It really strips the consistory of all 

true authority and denies that the King of His Church rules His flock through the offices 

instituted for that purpose. 

In all the articles of our Church Order, nothing is said about the congregational meeting. 

There is no mention of the same. The Article most pertinent to our present discussion is Article 

29, which reads, "Four kinds of ecclesiastical assemblies shall be maintained: the consistory, the 

classis, (the particular synod) and the general synod.” In our churches, and the Christian 

Reformed as well, there are only three; we have no particular synod in distinction from the 

general synod. Our Reformed fathers, therefore, knew of no congregational meeting as a distinct 

ecclesiastical assembly. Somehow it will have to be included under one of the other three, and 

since the congregational meeting is strictly local in character it is the consistory under which it 

will have to be included. The other Article relevant to our discussion is Article 37, which, 

however, deals strictly and only with the consistory. 

Accordingly, there are those Reformed leaders who see the character of the 

congregational meeting as being purely advisory, no more. There is nothing binding or 

authoritative about it at all. A congregational meeting is actually an open consistory meeting to 

which all members eligible to vote are invited and given opportunity to express themselves on 

such matters as are presented for discussion by the consistory. The consistory calls such a 

meeting for the sole purpose of “feeling out” the congregation before taking decisions vital to the 

welfare of the congregation. Of course, such advice of the congregation should not be easily 

disregarded, nevertheless, nothing becomes binding until acted upon by the consistory, which is 



the actual ruling body of the church. 

The Reformed Churches of the Netherlands proceed very strongly in this direction. There 

the congregational meeting is even less binding and more advisory in character than it is here. 

No binding decisions are made, in fact, motions are not made and carried. The consistory merely 

calls the congregation together for the purpose of discussion. It will even happen that voting for 

office-bearers does not take place in a regular congregational meeting at all. At their own 

convenience people will simply go to certain designated places to vote. The consistory will then 

induct into office. Even so, it might well happen that not enough men have a majority. In that 

case the consistory might choose and induct into office one or more who actually fell short of 

having a majority. There is something very healthy about this position. The authority of the 

consistory is strictly and correctly maintained. That Van Dellen and Monsma, Christian 

Reformed authorities on Church government, propagate quite the same view, is evident from 

what they write on page 133 of their “Church Order Commentary,” a book which I value and 

recommend highly, a book that to me has grown in stature even through our recent controversy. I 

would like to quote, but space forbids. If you are interested, read the passage in question for 

yourself. 

Because it so well recognizes the authority of the consistory and the proper place of the 

congregational meeting, I too, in the main, concur in this position. However, there can be no 

danger in attributing to the congregational meeting a bit more decisiveness and authority, if only 

we maintain the proper relationship between it and the consistory. Never is the former above or 

even on a par with the consistory. Never does the congregation supervise the consistory. 

Whatever the former decides is always under the control and supervision of the latter. It is true, a 

congregational meeting is really a meeting of the consistory with the members of the 

congregation to consider specific matters. Never does the consistory relinquish its authority. It 

alone maintains control. It determines the material to be brought up. It guides and rules. The 

minutes of the congregational meeting are the minutes of the consistory and should be approved 

by it. However, in that scheme of things and under such consistorial supervision the decisions 

made on a congregational meeting are certainly binding and passed with the idea that, barring 

unforeseen developments, they will certainly be executed. 

This position is clearly reflected in the decisions made by our Prot. Reformed Churches 

re this matter and incorporated under Article 27 of our Church Order. These decisions read as 

follows: “1. The president and the secretary of the consistory shall function as such on the 

congregational meeting; the minutes shall be entered in the consistory’s minute book and 

confirmed by the consistory. 2. No matter shall be treated on the congregational meeting which 

are not brought there by the consistory. 3. When members desire to have a matter treated in the 

congregational meeting, they shall previously have requested of the consistory the right thereto, 

and it shall be the prerogative of the consistory to determine the extent and the manner in which 

their request shall be granted.” 
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