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Introduction

When exploring the foundations of a theological institution, the documents that establish its identity, purpose, and 

governance are paramount. For the Chicago Theological Seminary (CTS), a historically Black, interdenominational 

seminary in Chicago, the charter and constitution of the Chicago Theological Seminaryserve as the bedrock

upon which its mission, academic programs, and community engagement are built. This article delves into the rich

history, key provisions, and enduring impact of these foundational texts, offering readers a comprehensive

understanding of how CTS has navigated change while remaining true to its core principles.

Historical Context of Chicago Theological Seminary

Founded in 1870 by the African Methodist Episcopal Church, CTS emerged as a response to the urgent need for

educated Black clergy in the post �Civil War United States. The seminary’s early years were marked by financial

hardship, social discrimination, and a relentless pursuit of theological excellence. In 1927, the seminary relocated

to its current campus in the West Side of Chicago, a move that coincided with a formal re �chartering process.

Understanding the evolution of the seminary’s charter and constitution requires a brief look at the societal forces

that shaped its inception.

Early Foundations and the Need for Formal Governance

Initially, CTS operated under a loosely defined set of bylaws dictated by the founding denomination. However, the

growth of its student body and the expansion of its curriculum necessitated a more robust legal framework. The

seminary’s leaders recognized that a formal charter—issued by the state of Illinois—would grant the institution the

legal authority to own property, grant degrees, and enter into contracts. Simultaneously, a constitution was drafted

to codify internal governance, ensuring transparency and accountability in decision �making processes.

The Charter: Founding Documents

The charter of the Chicago Theological Seminary is a public document that establishes the seminary as a non �profit

educational corporation within Illinois. It outlines the seminary’s purpose, the scope of its authority, and the legal

obligations it must fulfill. The charter serves several critical functions:

•  Legally recognizes CTS as an entity capable of owning property and engaging in financial transactions.

•  Defines the seminary’s mission as the training of clergy, educators, and lay leaders for the Black church and 

broader society.

•  Outlines the seminary’s relationship with the African Methodist Episcopal Church and other partner 

denominations.

•  Establishes the framework for academic accreditation and degree conferral.

Key Provisions of the Charter

While the full text of the charter is available through the Illinois Secretary of State’s office, several provisions stand

out for their relevance to CTS’s identity:



1.  Purpose Clause – Articulates the seminary’s commitment to theological education that is both academically 

rigorous and socially transformative.

2.  Governance Clause – Specifies that the seminary shall be governed by a Board of Trustees, elected by the 

seminary’s faculty and alumni.

3.  Property Clause – Grants the seminary the right to own, lease, and manage real estate within the state.

4.  Academic Clause – Requires the seminary to maintain standards set by recognized accrediting bodies, such 

as the Association of Theological Schools (ATS).

The Constitution: Governance and Structure

The constitution of the Chicago Theological Seminary functions as the internal operating manual of the institution. It

delineates the roles of faculty, staff, students, and the governing board, and it provides a clear process for policy

development, amendment, and dispute resolution. Unlike the charter, which is a public legal document, the

constitution is primarily an internal governance tool, though it must align with the charter and state law.

Structure of the Constitution

CTS’s constitution is organized into several sections, each addressing a specific aspect of institutional life:

•  Article I – Purpose and Mission – Reiterates the seminary’s commitment to theological excellence and social 

justice.

•  Article II – Governance – Defines the composition and responsibilities of the Board of Trustees, the Faculty 

Senate, and the Student Council.

•  Article III – Academic Programs – Outlines the approval process for new courses and degree programs.

•  Article IV – Financial Management – Establishes financial oversight procedures, budgeting, and auditing 

requirements.

•  Article V – Amendments – Sets forth the procedural steps for amending the constitution, ensuring that 

changes reflect the consensus of the seminary community.

Governance Bodies and Their Roles

The constitution specifies several key governance bodies, each with distinct responsibilities:

1.  Board of Trustees – Holds ultimate fiduciary responsibility, approves major capital projects, and sets 

long �term strategic goals.

2.  Faculty Senate – Acts as the academic voice, approving curricula, faculty appointments, and academic 

standards.

3.  Student Council – Provides student representation on institutional committees and ensures that student 

concerns are addressed.

4.  Administrative Council – Oversees day �to �day operations, including human resources, facilities, and student 

services.

Key Provisions and Principles

At the heart of CTS’s charter and constitution lie principles that have guided the seminary through decades of

social change. These principles emphasize inclusivity, academic integrity, and community engagement.

Inclusivity and Diversity

The seminary’s documents explicitly commit to fostering an environment where students and faculty of all

backgrounds feel welcomed. This includes:

•  Affirmative action policies that promote diversity in admissions.



•  Support for students from underrepresented racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic groups.

•  Curricular emphasis on liberation theology, Black theology, and social justice.

Academic Integrity and Excellence

Both the charter and constitution require CTS to maintain rigorous academic standards. This involves:

•  Accreditation by the Association of Theological Schools and other relevant bodies.

•  Regular curriculum reviews by the Faculty Senate.

•  Transparent evaluation of faculty performance and research output.

Community Engagement and Service

CTS’s foundational documents also stress the importance of community outreach. The seminary encourages

students to:

•  Participate in local church ministries and social service initiatives.

•  Engage in interfaith dialogues and cross �cultural collaborations.

•  Apply theological insights to real �world issues such as poverty, racism, and environmental justice.

The Role of the Charter in Accreditation

Accreditation is a critical process for any theological institution. The Chicago Theological Seminary’s charter

provides the legal basis for the seminary to seek and maintain accreditation. Without the charter’s authority to grant

degrees, accreditation bodies would lack the necessary legal framework to evaluate the seminary’s academic

programs.

Accreditation Process Overview

The seminary undergoes a rigorous accreditation cycle, typically every seven years, which includes:

1.  Self �study reports that assess faculty qualifications, curriculum quality, and student outcomes.

2.  Peer review visits by representatives from the Association of Theological Schools.

3.  Public hearings where faculty, students, and alumni can provide input.

4.  Final accreditation decisions that confirm the seminary’s compliance with national standards.

Impact on Institutional Growth

Accreditation, supported by the charter, has enabled CTS to:

•  Expand its graduate programs, including a Master of Divinity and a Master of Arts in Theological Studies.

•  Secure federal and private funding for scholarships, faculty research, and infrastructure projects.

•  Forge partnerships with other theological schools and faith �based organizations.

The Constitution and Its Impact on Diversity and Inclusion

The constitution’s emphasis on diversity is reflected in its governance structure. For example, the Board of Trustees

is required to have a minimum representation of minority members, ensuring that diverse perspectives shape

strategic decisions. The Faculty Senate’s membership is deliberately inclusive, featuring faculty from multiple

denominations, academic disciplines, and cultural backgrounds.

Student Representation

The Student Council, as mandated by the constitution, plays a vital role in shaping campus culture. Students can

propose initiatives such as:



•  Mentorship programs for first �generation college students.

•  Interfaith service projects that bring together students from different religious traditions.

•  Annual conferences on social justice that attract scholars and practitioners from around the world.

Policy Development and Amendments

One of the constitution’s most significant features is its amendment process. To change a provision, a two �thirds

majority of the Board of Trustees and a simple majority of the Faculty Senate must agree. This dual �approval

mechanism ensures that changes are thoughtfully considered and broadly supported.

Recent Amendments and Updates

CTS has remained responsive to evolving educational and societal needs. Recent amendments to the constitution

include:

•  Expanded online learning options to accommodate a global student body.

•  Revised faculty hiring guidelines that prioritize interdisciplinary expertise.

•  Updated financial policies that enhance transparency and accountability.

Additionally, the seminary’s charter has been updated to reflect new state regulations concerning non �profit

educational institutions, ensuring ongoing compliance and legal protection.

How the Charter and Constitution Shape the Seminary’s Future

The foundational documents are not static relics; they actively guide CTS toward future growth. Their influence can

be seen in several strategic initiatives:

Curricular Innovation

Leveraging the constitutional mandate for academic excellence, CTS is developing new programs in areas such as:

•  Environmental Theology, addressing climate change from a faith �based perspective.

•  Digital Ministry, training clergy to use technology for outreach.

•  Global Mission Studies, preparing students for cross �cultural ministry work.

Institutional Expansion

Guided by the charter’s property provisions, CTS is exploring opportunities to expand its physical campus,

including:

•  Acquiring adjacent buildings for student housing.

•  Building a new library that houses rare theological manuscripts.

•  Creating a community center that offers educational workshops to local residents.

Strengthening Partnerships

Both documents encourage collaboration with other institutions. CTS is forging partnerships with:

•  Other theological schools for joint degree programs.

•  Urban universities for interdisciplinary research.

•  Faith �based NGOs for community service projects.

Conclusion

The charter and constitution of the Chicago Theological Seminaryare more than legal formalities; they are

living documents that encapsulate the seminary’s mission, values, and aspirations. From the early days of a



fledgling Black institution to its current status as a leading theological school, these foundational texts have guided

CTS through periods of growth, challenge, and transformation. By codifying principles of inclusivity, academic

excellence, and community engagement, the charter and constitution ensure that the seminary remains responsive

to the needs of its students and the wider society. As CTS continues to evolve—embracing new technologies,

expanding its academic offerings, and deepening its community impact—the enduring legacy of its charter and

constitution will continue to shape its journey toward a more just and informed future.
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