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THE EFFECTS OF BUREAUCRACY ON THE SMALL CHURCH:   

Ethnography of the Presbyterian Church USA 

The early Christian church consisted of Jews who knew Jesus – heard His teachings and 

followed Him.  The spread of this church was dangerous and controversial; nevertheless, the 

church became established politically and spiritually despite several centuries of persecution and 

Roman rule.  The differences between the eastern and western branches of the church grew until, 

the western portions of Europe fell under the religious and political authority of the Roman 

Catholic Church and Eastern Europe and parts of Asia fell under the authority of the Eastern 

Orthodox Church.   Martin Luther and John Calvin shaped a new way of thinking about the nature 

of God and God’s relationship with man, which became Reformed Theology.  John Knox, a 

Scotsman took Calvin’s teachings back to Scotland where the Presbyterian Church traces an 

ancestry.   

The first American Presbytery was established in 1706 spearheaded by the Reverend 

Francis Makemie who arrived from Ireland.  Since then, several Presbyterian ministers drove the 

“Great Awakening,” a revivalist movement in the early 18th century.  One of the signers of the 

Declaration of Independence was the Reverend John Witherspoon, a Presbyterian minister and the 

president of Princeton University from 1768 – 1793.   

Over the years, the Presbyterian Church in America has split and reunited several times.  

The largest group today is the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) – formed in 1983 as a result of 

reunion between the “southern branch” Presbyterian Church in the U.S. (PCUS) and the “northern 

branch” United Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. (UPCUSA) (PCUSA 2006).  On a personal 

note, my father was the Moderator of the UPCUSA at the time of this reunion and became known 

as the “Reunion Moderator.”  There are other Presbyterian churches in America, but respectfully, 



Page 2 The Effects of Bureaucracy on the Small Church 
James Costen 

 
they have not been included in this study.  It is upon the backdrop of this historical capsule that we 

find ease in thinking that religious institutions have long-standing bureaucratic constructs 

perpetuated by the development of the printing press, which was the vehicle in which Martin 

Luther and other religious influences carried their messages.  It is also upon this rich backdrop 

where we shape the thesis that systems of bureaucracy in the PCUSA can appear to overwhelm the 

smaller church, but holistically, this appearance is overshadowed by well-documented efficiency.   

Hierarchical Constructs 

The missions of religious organizations are often shaped by percipients of transcendence 

and charisma.  Max Weber considered these situations unpredictable and unstable.  In order to 

keep this study on an observable chart, we’ll find a place somewhere comfortably between the 

poles of theothanatology and religious fanaticism.  I hesitated as I feared being viewed acosmistic 

and oblivious to the distinctions between the church and other more business-oriented 

organizations while planning to do this study.  In this research, I have found new respect for the 

shapers of the different theories of bureaucracy and how inclusive they have been.   

All organizations are challenged by natural hierarchical constructs; therefore, the ability to 

control gets weaker as an organization ascends or attempts to ascend this hierarchy of 

environments.  A view of this system from the inside out would be:  the organization (macro / 

micro); the market (input / output); the institutions (political / technological / social cultural / 

economic); and nature (time / the ecosystem / human psychobiological) (Desman 1998).   

From the Top Down 

Reformed theology of the PCUSA emphasizes God’s supremacy and man’s reverence to 

Him affirming that He “creates, sustains, rules and redeems the world in the freedom of sovereign 

righteousness and love,” so it seems that we should restrict this research to the bureaucratic 
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processes of the PCUSA that pertains to daily systemic operations.  I’d like to reserve the right to 

refer to God’s supremacy as being a part of the hierarchical construct that supports the above-

mentioned theory that as individuals, groups, or organizations ascend this holistic hierarchical 

construct, the ability to control decreases.   

The PCUSA is governed by representative bodies that declare ecclesiastical jurisdiction 

over those that they serve.  They “frame [the church’s] symbols of faith, bear testimony against 

error in doctrine and immorality in life, resolve questions of doctrine and of discipline, give 

counsel in matters of conscience, and decide issues properly brought before them under the 

provisions of the Book of Order.”   

The General Assembly 

This is the highest governing body of the PCUSA.  They represent the unity of the church 

at large (the Synods, the Presbyteries, Sessions, and congregations).  These subordinate groups 

send representatives to annual meetings, and the numbers of representatives sent are determined by 

the number of members that they serve.  The different agencies of the General Assembly staff their 

offices as needed in accordance to the provisions stated in the Book of Order.  Full and accurate 

records of the General Assembly are kept.   

General Assembly Council leads and coordinates the mission program of the church set 

forth by the General Assembly.  This council consists of the Office of the Executive Director, the 

Congregational Ministries Division, the National Ministries Division, and the Worldwide 

Ministries Division.  These divisions are broken down into many other supportive positions.  The 

Office of the General Assembly is directly responsible to the General Assembly for the 

ecclesiastical activities of the PCUSA and consists of the Department of the Stated Clerk and that 

person’s supporting staff.  Other General Assembly entities are the PCUSA Investment and Loan 
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Program, Inc., the Presbyterian Publishing Corporation, the Presbyterian Foundation, and the 

Board of Pensions.  All of these entities have staff support.   

The Synod 

The Synod is the governing body that represents three or more Presbyteries within a 

specific geographic region.  Sixteen Synods are represented at the General Assembly.  The Synod 

meets at least biannually, but will meet should a Presbytery deem it necessary.   This body has the 

power to shape the mission of the church at large in accordance to the provisions stated in the Book 

of Order.  It has the power to provide resources to facilitate the missions of its Presbyteries and to 

coordinate their work.  Judicially, the Synod reviews the records of Presbyteries to ensure 

compliance with the Constitution of the church.  Full and accurate records of the Synod are kept 

and reported to the General Assembly.   

The Presbytery 

One hundred, seventy-three Presbyteries are represented at the General Assembly.  The 

Presbytery is the corporate expression of the PCUSA consisting of all churches and ministers 

within a certain district.  Each Presbytery governs the sessions of the churches within their 

districts.  When this body meets, each church is represented by an elder that has been 

commissioned by their respective sessions.  The PCUSA Constitution spells out 26 duties of 

Presbytery that fall into three general categories:   

1. Relating to congregations 

a. Organizing new congregations 

b. Merging or dividing congregations 

c. Dismissing congregations 

d. Special oversight of a congregation when they are without a pastor 

2. Relating to ministers 

a. Power to ordain, receive, dismiss, install, remove, and discipline 
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b. Approving the call of the congregation to a minister to be pastor 

c. Making sure that candidates meet the qualifications to become ministers and 

pastors of a congregation 

i. Completion of candidacy 

1. Supervision of education and practice of ministry 

d. Overseeing ministers of other ministries, i.e., teachers, evangelists, 

administrators, etc.   

3. Relating to Synod and the General Assembly 

a. Electing commissioners to serve as members of Synod and the General 

Assembly 

b. Proposing measures that may be of common concern to the mission of the 

PCUSA 

The Session 

The Session of each church consists of the Pastors and the Elders that have been elected for 

a specific term.  The Session maintains relations with their respective Presbyteries ensuring proper 

and adequate representation of their churches at Presbytery meetings.  The pastor is the moderator 

of Session and must be present at all meetings held monthly or quarterly.  Session elects a “Clerk 

of Session” responsible for the records of the church and serves as secretary in meetings of the 

congregation.  Session is responsible for all decisions regarding the program and policies of its 

congregation.  They instruct, examine, ordain, and install Elders and Deacons as necessary.  They 

oversee all other ministries and task forces of the church and receive / nurture new members.   

From the Bottom Up 

Based on the blanketed and often unchallenged belief that leaders have been touched by 

God, congregations thrive.  It is in this framework where we view more of Weber’s tripartite 

classification of authority.  Where many of the higher-ranking (administrative) members of the 

PCUSA hold traditional and/or rational-legal authority, ranking members of the congregational 
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hierarchy will hold more charismatic authority.  This is where Weber finds instability, and 

rightfully so, because should the belief in the charismatic authority of a particular leader fade so 

does the chances of that congregation’s fertility.  With the exception of the congregation’s pastors, 

these ranking members are not being paid, and to accentuate transcendence at this level of the 

church’s organizational chart, members work for the church (without pay) to accomplish their 

mission objectives, meet weekly in worship, and send their money upward.   

The Church 

A particular church and its congregation are organized only by the authority of a Presbytery 

and functions under the provisions of the PCUSA Constitution.  Eleven thousand, sixty-four 

congregations are represented by their sessions at the General Assembly.  This body is considered 

vital in the life and mission of the church at large for it is at this level where people worship, 

evangelize, nurture, counsel, heal (socially and personally), and serve.  Did I mention “send their 

money upward?”  Members voluntarily put themselves under leaders (Elders and Deacons) that 

they have elected.  Wherever permitted by civil law, any particular church can cause a corporation 

to be formed, which changes the dynamics of a church dramatically – a topic for later study.   

Before we continue, it would be appropriate to discuss some congregational statistics:  The 

average size of the Presbyterian Church is 214 members - the median size is 109.  The largest 

Presbyterian Church is Peachtree Presbyterian Church here in Atlanta with 7,957 members.  

Average in attendance at worship is about 52 percent (a key statistic for this study is that 

attendance percentages are higher in smaller congregations – 70 percent with 100 or fewer 

members).  The racial-ethnic makeup of the PCUSA is White – 92 percent, Black – 3.1 percent, 

Asian – 2.9 percent, Hispanic – 1.3 percent, Native American – 0.3 percent, and Other – 0.3 

percent (PCUSA).   



Page 7 The Effects of Bureaucracy on the Small Church 
James Costen 

 
 

I am a member of the Church of the Master Presbyterian Church (USA).  Our hierarchical 

structure is set up like other congregations with Session (active Elders and the Pastor) governing.  

Elders serve on Session by rotating from inactive to active and serving on one- or two-year terms.  

From this point on, congregations have the flexibility to design their hierarchical structures to meet 

their individual needs.  In our congregation, we elect and ordain Deacons (called to nurture our 

members) and the Pastor appoints ministry moderators (to make sure ministries meet and carry out 

their respective missions).  Our ministries are Mission & Outreach, Evangelism, Worship, 

Christian Education, Stewardship, Administration, and Property.  The Worship Ministry has the 

Choir Director and the Musicians as paid subordinates (not always members of the church), our 

Administration Ministry has the Pastor’s Administrative Assistant as a paid subordinate (not 

always a member of the church), and our Property Ministry has the Sexton as a paid subordinate 

(not always a member of the church).  We have 150 members with an average of 85 in attendance 

for weekly worship.   

The Small Church in the Bureaucratic Machine 

Because of this bureaucratic machine, the church has been able to “hold on to core ideas” 

with such “tenacity” and “uniformity” that its survival is ensured (Fein 2005).  We have examined 

the organizational goals of the PCUSA, her division of labor, her defined offices, her hierarchy of 

authority, her system of keeping files and records, and her well documented books of rules and 

procedures.  We should also note that, in the PCUSA (and maybe most religious organizations) 

there are many paradoxical wonders oscillating between transcendent bureaucracy and business 

bureaucracy.   

• Paradox One – Organizational Goals 
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o Traditionally, we define “organization” as a group synergistic enough to 

effectively and efficiently pursue a defined outcome by employing 

prescribed means (Desman 1998).  With the PCUSA, people are encouraged 

to “come as you [they] are,” and may not immediately know or even 

understand their drive to initiate collaboration with any particular 

congregational group.  We may associate these phenomena with the 

transcendent nature church organization, or maybe even more appropriately, 

the concept of the psychosocial need for this type transcendence and 

charisma.  Nevertheless, the processes of forming, storming, norming, and 

performing take place until there is the development of advanced 

collaboration.   

• Paradox Two – Functional Division of Labor, Defined Offices, and Hierarchy 

o Those called to ministry in the PCUSA have done so by God through very 

personal and somewhat ceremonious experiences; however, unless properly 

educated and called by Presbytery, these people will not be ordained into 

the Ministry of Word and Sacrament. 

 

Max Weber is quoted as saying, “Once it is established, bureaucracy is among those social 

structures which are the hardest to destroy.  Bureaucracy is the means of carrying community 

action into rationally-ordered societal action” (4).  With this in mind, bureaucracy is designed to 

assign authoritative control to those deemed expert enough to oversee the work, and at the same 

time, assigning obedience to the ones performing the work.  It does not take much of a look to see 

the tensions that these conditions can create, but it does not take much of a look to see that, 

without such a system, there would be chaos.  After massaging the data in this study, I am finding 

that those opposing bureaucracy oppose it because of control, and those supporting bureaucracy 

support it because of control.   
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The PCUSA is a large denomination that is much decentralized.  We are able to see 

bureaucratic structure documented in detail in The Constitution (Books of Order and Confessions), 

and we acknowledge the need for such.  The educational (professionalization) requirements for the 

leaders of the church lay the groundwork for freedoms in decentralization without the fear of 

unbridled power surging.  Decisions are rarely made independently, which shows that the 

distribution of control spreads evenly and smoothly.  It has been concluded that this type 

distribution of control has positive effects on members of smaller churches within the larger and 

more hierarchical denominations.  The discoverers were surprised!  One would think, as they did, 

that denomination size (particularly large ones) could affect perceptions of legitimacy and 

distribution of control to the small congregation.  I would like to chalk one up for organizations led 

by educated charismatics entrusted with control and trusting enough to recognize that timely 

relinquishing of control perpetuates coordination in efforts (Hougland 1980).  In looking for the 

best resource in support for dismantling bureaucracy, I serendipitously discover that Pinchot 

eloquently describes this decentralization as “the advantages of the intelligent organization.”  They 

discuss transitions from unskilled work to knowledge work, from repetitive tasks to innovation and 

caring, from individual work to teamwork, from coordination downward to coordination among 

peers (Pinchot 1993).  I concur with these theories, but I do not agree that this brings on the “end 

of bureaucracy.”   

For the most part, the PCUSA exhibits efficient bureaucracy.  My small church benefits 

from all of the advantages of the PCUSA’s bureaucratic systems; however, there are evidences of 

the disadvantages too.  There are times where processes are long due to the “red tape” and 

members get so caught up in these processes that objectives get clouded.  We can’t omit the rare 

occasion where a leader may bungee from good qualities into those that are more self inflating.  
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Rare because it would take quite an ego for a leader of a small church to develop and maintain 

lofty illusions, but it has happened.  The small church rarely gets impersonal or ossified.   

The Small Black Church in the Bureaucratic Machine 

Race and ethnicity is not the ethos of this study; however, the story is interesting.  

Presbyterians espoused the ideals of the Declaration of Independence, but did not consider these 

rights or ideals applicable to the African in America at that time – they were still shaping an 

official position on slavery.  This was just the way things were in America at the time!  

Nevertheless, the Presbyterian Church has a rich history in the lives of the African in America 

before emancipation.  Although Presbyterians of early America stayed quiet from the pulpit about 

slavery, many did not think that owning slaves positioned one for Divine favor.  Owners of slaves 

were encouraged to allow their slaves to purchase freedom.  The thought was nice, but it was 

usually ignored.  Presbyterian slave owners did not object to their slaves attending church.  

Eventually, the Presbyterian Church asserted that freeing uneducated men would be dangerous to 

the community, so they were offered education in preparation for freedom (Daniel 1973).  The 

PCUSA has stressed education for a long time, and although methodical (bureaucratic) in its 

transition, this bellwether progressivism has empowered many Blacks.  How do I know?  My 

family’s first generation of Presbyterians was among early Africans in America stimulated by 

these above-mentioned throws at amelioration.  My siblings and I are fifth generation 

Presbyterians, and my grandchildren make our family’s seventh generation.   

The small Black church in the PCUSA is no less disadvantaged than any other small 

Presbyterian Church.  We are all represented by our delegates.  Our numbers of representation are 

naturally smaller than larger churches, but remember, we have the luxury of oscillating from stiff 
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business or political bureaucracies into transcendence and charisma cultivated by those in high 

positions.  Fein refers to it as “stabilized belief systems and formalized social relations” (345-346) 

Conclusion 

Non-religious organizations are subject to constraints of nature – what they decide as 

organizational goals have to be realistic, feasible, and desirable.  Hierarchical constructs of 

religious organizations offer an interesting twist bureaucratically.  Here, the big guy is really the 

Big Guy, and those ascending the organizational charts proclaim to have a relationship with Him 

fashioning the ethos for charismatic leadership.  Often overlooked are the ultimate organizational 

goals of religious organizations, which are considered by many as supernatural.  Those (ordained) 

at the top usually possess qualities and abilities to orchestrate phenomenal performances from their 

unchallenging subordinates.  Honorifically, they are considered visionaries and energetic in their 

unconventional effectiveness.  The drawbacks here can be the scarcity of candidate pools from 

which to pull, the tendency of narcissism, losses of reality, and unpredictability.  There is an 

educational requirement for these leaders in the PCUSA; therefore, whimsicality is usually short-

lived!  Those (non-ordained) at the top are also required to have training that ensures a 

professionalized culture at corporate levels.  Many are even theologically trained.   

The powers expressed throughout the PCUSA appear to be sourced by authority (in its 

three forms – traditional, rational legal, and charismatic), reward, personal, expert, alliances, and 

symbolic.  Coercion is so obviously antithetical that it is practically nonexistent in the PCUSA.  I 

would like to add that this may not be true in some religious organizations.  Leadership styles are 

situational with authoritarian methods rarely if ever utilized.   

The organizational chart of the PCUSA has been set for a very long time.  It is truly 

amazing that an organization / institution can survive for so long!  Since A.D.325, we have 
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documentation on the establishment of church beliefs, missions, and goals.  Over the years, The 

PCUSA’s Constitution has been and will continue to be tweaked.  This is evident by the many 

versions of the Nicene Creed used today.  The PCUSA’s General Assembly Council, the Office of 

the General Assembly, Synod, Presbytery, Session, and individual churches are all perpetuating 

those objectives set off by Constantine in Nicaea!   

The small church of large denominations can suffer in bureaucracies gone wild, but in this 

study of the PCUSA, I have only found those obvious disparities (budget constraints and 

representation).  Development of alliances with other churches of similar sizes is crucial.  The 

smarter churches develop alliances with larger churches and develop methods at surviving 

financially.  This is accomplished independently enough to maintain that aforementioned upward 

pecuniary flow; however, there are resources in the safety net of the denomination should there be 

dire need.  Bureaucracy’s objective is to define everyone’s role in order to ensure effective and 

efficient operations, but the anticipated tensions in the PCUSA are minimal.  The small number of 

conflict and their diplomatic resolve is due mainly to the socialization of the professionals 

throughout the organizational charts.  Obviously, in their professionalizing processes, it has been 

determined that oligarchical structuring would be ineffective at best.  Absent is the dichotomous 

argument of centralized versus decentralized control in the PCUSA.  Again, we can charge this 

quality to the emphasis on education.  Although decisions are rarely made independently, those at 

the lower ranks of the organizational chart are not made to feel the grips of micromanagement.   

The mention of the small Black church in the larger denomination speaks volumes for 

organizations that endure the trying times of change.  What stands out the most in the story about 

the African in America before emancipation is the fact that someone felt a nudging toward 

amelioration.  The Presbyterian Church’s stand for educating and freeing slaves cannot be ignored!   
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Although there is a history of separation because of racial tensions in the Presbyterian Church, the 

PCUSA has cultivated a culture of inclusiveness since 1983 (the year of reunion).  In many cases, 

groups split to become identified ethnically, i.e., the Colored Methodist Episcopal, the Christian 

Methodist Episcopal, the African Methodist Episcopal, the African Methodist Episcopal Zion, the 

Church of God in Christ, the National Baptist Convention, USA, Inc., the National Baptist 

Convention of America, the National Missionary Baptist Convention of America, and the 

Progressive National Baptist Convention.   

To date, this has not happened in the PCUSA.   
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