
Why a pastor can’t represent a church 
in an administrative hearing in Chicago 

March 2014 opinion by the Illinois Appel-
late Court has important implications for 
all corporations in the City of Chicago, in-
cluding churches.

In Stone Street Partners, LLC v. City of Chicago, 
2014 IL App (1st) 123654 (March 31, 2014), the 
Court held that the person representing a corpo-
ration at an administrative hearing in the City of 
Chicago’s Department of Administrative Hearings 
must be an attorney. 

The Department of Administrative Hearings gen-
erally hears matters regarding small violations of 
City code, such as parking tickets, building code 
violations and streets and sanitation violations. 

The Appellate Court determined that represent-
ing a corporation at administrative hearings con-
stitutes the practice of law. It stated: “the City’s 
administrative hearings, like judicial proceedings, 
involve the admission of evidence and examina-
tion and cross-examination of sworn witnesses – 
all of which clearly constitute the practice of law.” 
In a court of law, corporations cannot generally 
represent themselves through a non-attorney. The 
Court found that representing a corporation in an 
administrative hearing requires expertise only a 
lawyer is qualified to provide, such as drafting mo-
tions, interpreting laws and ordinances, determin-
ing whether to call and how to examine witnesses, 
admitting or objecting to evidence, and analyzing 
settlement offers.

Because almost all churches are organized as not-
for-profit corporations, the Court’s ruling affects 
churches in the City of Chicago. Corporations, in-
cluding churches, should be aware that they need 
an attorney to represent them in administrative 
hearings because, although many of the matters 
deal with small amounts of money, the failure to be 
represented by counsel could result in default and/
or fines that could be very difficult to vacate. 

Indeed, the Court provides a stern warning about 
treating administrative hearings lightly:

For a church in Chicago, the most likely reason 
that it would be required to appear in the Chica-
go Department of Administrative Hearings is for a 
building code violation. Many of those cases can 
be settled—if diligently and appropriately respond-
ed to—by making minor repairs to the property 
and/or paying a small fine. Corporations, including 
churches, should therefore contact an attorney im-
mediately if served a notice of violation to appear 
before the Chicago Department of Administrative 
Hearings. 

Mauck & Baker represents churches and other corporations 
before the Chicago Department of Administrative Hearings. 

n

A
by attorney Jeffery Schwab 

Administrative hearings, whether held by a munici-
pality or state agency, necessarily implicate the full 
range of the powers of sovereign governments over 
individuals and other entities. Their decisions can 
implicate the ability to practice a chosen profession 
or engage in a business, and can result in the impo-
sition of crushing financial sanctions. 


