Best Practices for Remote Meeting/ Annual Congregational Meeting
Does your constitution allow for remote meetings?
This can be found in chapter 10 of your constitution, typically C10.08
(recommended by the model constitution)
Also check this chapter to see if you have a provision that explicitly forbids a
remote meeting – these are very rare but occasionally appear.
Michigan corporate and non-profit law allow for remote meetings so long as
your governing docs do not explicitly forbid such a meeting. This means that you
do not need a constitutional provision authorizing a remote meeting. But you
might consider adopting such language anyways.
Have your council adopt the recommended language from the model
constitution as a continuing resolution (you’ll need a 2/3 vote of the council),
and codify it as C10.07A21 (change the number “7” in the codification to
whatever the last provision number is in chapter 10, or under whatever provision
you feel is applicable):
This congregation may hold meetings by remote communication,
including electronically and by telephone conference, as long as there is
an opportunity for simultaneous aural communication. To the extent
permitted by state law, notice of all meetings may be provided
electronically.
What if your constitution explicitly forbids a remote meeting?
You’ll have to change the constitution which means a congregational meeting.
Follow your constitution’s provisions for calling a meeting and publicizing the
remote meeting language you want to adopt. Since you are adopting
language identical to the model constitution, it will not require ratification but will
take effect immediately (per C16.04).
Other constitutional provisions to be aware of
Some constitutions have provisions or bylaws that allow for delaying an annual
meeting. If this is an option for you, have your council consider delaying the
meeting even if you plan to hold it remotely. This will allow you additional time to
plan.
Be aware of provisions or bylaws that require written ballots. This is common in
older constitutions. Its also common that congregations with these requirements
haven’t followed them. If this is the case you should update the constitution to
match your practices sometime in the future. In the meantime its fine to continue
your practice but be prepared in case someone at the annual meeting raises
the issue, in which case you will need to switch gears and follow your
constitution’s requirement for written balloting.
Some people have raised concerns about the voting member requirements of
communing and giving (ie, people haven’t been able to commune during this
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last year). This shouldn’t be a concern. The constitutional bar for voting
membership has been set low – you must be a baptized/confirmed member,
give and commune once during the last year – this is deliberate to make voting
membership easily accessible. So the communing requirement can’t be
reasonably upheld without violating the intentions of the constitution (making
voting membership accessible), or penalizing members for not communing when
they were never afforded the opportunity due to the pandemic.
Different Meeting Options for the Annual Meeting
Broadly speaking there are three different options for holding the Annual
Meeting: Completely Remote, Hybrid, or Parking Lot/ Outdoor.
Completely Remote is a pure remote meeting via Zoom, conference call, etc
Hybrid involves some people in-person and some remote.
Parking Lot/ Outdoor can work for congregations that have been doing some
form of parking lot/ outdoor worship (they have experience with the needed
technology and logistics required for this to work).
Considerations for a Completely Remote Annual Meeting, or Hybrid
Follow your constitution’s procedures for calling and publicizing the meeting. In
your publicity materials, include the following:
1. Meeting format: the meeting is via Zoom, conference call, Webex, etc.
2. Consider an RSVP: to prevent “zoom bombing” or other similar issues, ask
people to send in an RSVP to inform the church office that they intend to
participate in the meeting. This way you have a list of folks to send out the
zoom link and dial-in number. This ensures that an internet troll doesn’t find
your zoom meeting and jump in (this can happen if you put your meeting link
on facebook or your website etc).
To streamline the meeting, consider providing as much background information
as possible about the agenda items. By allowing members to read a brief
summary or reasoning for a proposal prior to the meeting, they will be better
informed going into the meeting and you won’t need to spend 15 minutes
explaining a proposal, or members won’t feel a need to ask small picture
questions. This can expediate the meeting.
If the congregation will be considering something big or potentially controversial,
consider holding several small “town-hall” forums in the weeks leading up to the
annual meeting. This provides an opportunity for interested members to ask more
in-depth questions and debate. This can off-load some discussion from the
annual meeting and gives the council president standing to limit debate during
the annual meeting – opportunity for extensive debate and questions has
already been provided.
When it comes to the mechanics of running a remote congregational meeting,
there are details that you will need to consider and plan for. It would be helpful
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to have a small planning team consisting of the council president/vice-president,
pastor, and perhaps 2 or 3 other individuals, especially some who are gifted with
tech skills.
Consider the following logistical items for the meeting:
1. Provide Instruction early and often– since meetings must operate under the
“hear and be heard” principle, people attending via Zoom will need to be
able to mute and unmute themselves. At the beginning you will need to
instruct people to mute themselves and only unmute themselves if they have
a question during a designated question time (see below). You can also
provide this instruction in the meeting notifications and several times during
the actual meeting. Consider outlining the designated question time in the
published agenda.
2. Identification of those Joining via Zoom/Phone – at the start of the meeting
you will probably need to identify those who are joining via Zoom. This might
be easiest by calling out the last 4 digits of a phone number and having the
person identify themselves, and the secretary can record the name. For those
joining via computer/tablet, the name is usually visible and the secretary can
easily record that.
This is done primarily in case someone calls for a written ballot (see Voting
below). The person “hosting” the meeting can even rename the icon on the
screen with a first or last name. There should not be any privacy concerns
with this, as it is no different that if the seeing the individual ask a question in
person under normal meeting circumstances.
3. Designated Question Time – to make things easier for those joining via Zoom,
inform people that there will be periodic designated question times and ask
that everyone hold questions until that time. This should apply to in-person
attendees also.
4. Voting – various methods can be used.
It’s important to remember that proxy or absentee voting is not permitted
(C10.05 of model constitution). The reason for this is to encourage people to
be active and participating members of the congregation and not just voting
members. In other words, we want people to be present for discussion, and
worship, and activities etc. We don’t want people to just show up once a
year to commune and then mail in their ballot and skip the actual meeting/
discussion. If a member wants to participate in the decision-making process
they should participate in the discussion and debate preceding the decision.
So this means that any voting during a congregational meeting should be
limited to those who actually participate in the meeting.
A simple way for voting is via voice vote but you should have a backup plan
in case someone calls for a written ballot (see below). Also leave time
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(between asking for yays and asking for nays) for the sound delay from those
voting via Zoom, depending on internet connections and speeds there could
be a lag. And ask those participating via Zoom to unmute before calling
each vote and ask them to mute after the vote is ended.
Alternatively, you could utilize email balloting and have an email address
established for receipt of email votes/ballots. Ballots would be sent via email
to participating members who would fill out and return by a designated time.
Alternatively, you could vote via the “raise hand” feature on Zoom. Provide
additional instruction/ training on how to do this (best to provide the
instruction before each vote and remind people to “lower” their hand after
each vote).
Alternatively, voting could be done with the polling feature on Zoom, or
another online polling/ voting app (various free or low cost ones are
available). This would require some more planning (like how to get the link to
participating members) and would require more explanation on how to use
the additional technology.
If someone calls for a written ballot, you will need to collect the names of the
individuals participating via Zoom and setup a designated time to allow
those individuals to come to the church and fill out a ballot (or drop off a
ballot). This could be a few days after the meeting but should be set hours
with someone manning the ballot box (so-to-speak) to ensure that only those
who participated in the meeting drop off their ballot. (you could certainly opt
to use this form of written balloting from the get-go)
If someone wants to do a written ballot (but you really don’t want to), you
might attempt to discourage that based on the hassle involved for those
participating via Zoom; explain the added hassle and ask if they can
reconsider their motion. If the still want to proceed with the motion, get a
second, debate the motion (hopefully briefly), and vote on the motion.
Hopefully, given the explanation of the additional hassle in written balloting,
the congregation will vote down the motion for written ballot.
5. Sound – probably best to think through and test the sound quality for those
participating via zoom. If you can utilize microphones that would be best, but
if not, make sure the computer is positioned close to those who are speaking.
If you take questions or comments from people in-person, make certain to
repeat it for those joining via Zoom.
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