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Have you ever had a frustrating encounter with a faceless bureaucracy? Of course you 

have. We all have. It’s virtually impossible to live in the 21st century and not have frustrating 

encounters with faceless bureaucracies. 

The faceless bureaucracy can be governmental, federal, state or local. The faceless 

bureaucracy can be in the private sector, usually but not exclusively part of a large corporation. 

To an outsider trying to get a problem fixed, bureaucracy can feel very cold, very impersonal and 

designed to avoid accountability. 

An example that some of you might have experienced would be the billing departments 

of doctors’ offices and their counterparts in medical insurance. I will note here, as a matter of 

fairness, that ninety-nine percent of medical billings are done correctly, but if you find yourself 

in a situation covered by that one percent error rate, you can be in for a truckload of frustration. 

You get a bill for several thousand dollars from a routine visit to your doctor. It doesn’t make 

any sense. Your doctor’s billing department insists that the issue is with the medical insurance. 

The medical insurance insists that, no, you need to go back and talk to your doctor’s office again. 

And, all the while, all that would have to happen for your problem to get fixed would be for a 

thinking human being to look at your file, realize an error was made and fix the error. And even 

if you get a thinking human being live on the phone and he or she acknowledges an error was 

made, it can’t be fixed yet. No, there are policies and procedures for this kind of situation and 

those policies and procedures do not allow for quick fixes. This can go on for months and 
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months and months. 

It’s easy to understand why so many people bad-mouth bureaucracies and their intricate 

policies and procedures. All you want is to have your problem fixed. Why does fixing your 

problem require eight levels of approval and stretch out over six months? 

Having said all of that, I also have to point out that the same policies and procedures that 

can generate so much frustration also often protect all of us from even worse treatment. 

Sometimes solving medical billing issues can be complicated because of policies in place to 

protect your privacy as a patient. Those policies are also designed to detect and prevent fraud, 

which would drive up the cost of medical care for everyone if they went unchecked. 

On a bigger scale, we have the principle of “due process of law.” Due process of law can 

create seemingly endless delays in both criminal and civil court proceedings. It can seem so 

obvious that a particular suspect committed a particular crime or that a particular case of 

negligent behavior caused others immense suffering for which they should be compensated with 

legal damages. Why drag it out? Because the protection of individual rights, without which there 

could be no true democracy in America, is a paramount principle upon which our country was 

founded. Persons accused of a crime or sued for negligence are entitled to the protections of due 

process of law. Personally, I’ll take the frustrating delays that due process often inflicts over 

arbitrary totalitarianism any day. 

And our Gospel passage this morning shows Jesus making a very rare but very important 

pronouncement on policies and procedures for the brand-new Christian church. We see in this 

passage some of the core principles of justice that we hold dear today. The accused is to be 

treated with fairness and with objectivity. Decisions on the treatment of the accused are made by 
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the community as a whole and not by a single person. This sounds like a process that could get 

messy, inconvenient and frustrating. But it is definitely preferable to giving any single person, 

pastor, elder or parishioner, the power to decide who is in and who is out of the church 

community. 

As Presbyterians, we are committed to one of the most intricate systems of 

denominational governance on the face of the Earth. I confess that there are times when, in my 

heart of hearts, I wish I could just cut through all of the procedures and do what seems to me the 

right thing to do. But that would undermine everything that Presbyterianism, which is often 

credited as a major inspiration for the system of government envisioned by the U.S. Constitution, 

stands for. Those principles are far more important than the outcome of any dispute or 

controversy. 

In my time in ministry, I have seen pastors behave in authoritarian and arbitrary ways, 

causing great damage to their congregations. I have also seen very abusive and power-hungry 

congregants go on campaigns of lies, half-truths and innuendos against their pastors. Abuse can 

come from any direction and we need a system that protects all involved. 

Going beyond disciplinary issues, our Presbyterian system provides checks, balances and 

safeguards to insure that your tithes and offerings wind up in all the right places doing all the 

right things. Everyone up and down the chain must be accountable for every penny. 

Yes. Processes, policies and procedures can be exasperating. I have done more than my 

share of grumbling about them. But they are there for a reason, actually for some very good 

reasons. Jesus envisioned a new church in which everyone would be treated fairly, all sides on all 

issues could have their hearings and in which no single person could ever hold absolute power 
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and authority. As an ordained teaching elder in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), I am proud to 

be part of a system that strives to uphold those Christ-driven principles. I hope that you, as a 

member in this denomination, feel the same way. We are all part of a great tradition in which 

business is carried out fairly, decently and in order. 


