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The Fifth Reflection

Sharing the Ministry of Christ

The Ministry of Bishops

A Personal Reflection on my own Ministry 
as a Bishop  in the Church of God
The ministry of the Bishop, as Anglicans have received it and expressed it, is essential to the life of the people of God. In the ministry of Bishop we expect to see modeled all that ministry involves in the Christian Faith and Practice.  A Bishop stands in the midst of the people as the focus of unity, sound doctrine, faithful governance, ever renewing proclamation of the Gospel (Evangelism) loving and compassionate care for all, particular oversight ad care of the clergy, as one cherishing and ordering a vibrant yet faithful liturgical tradition and expression.  Within the terrain of all these facets of episcopal ministry, the Bishop must remain a man/woman who relates to his/her people and culture as a normal human being deeply committed to the total welfare of the community over which, as an Anglican Bishop, he/she has responsibility.


There is yet another aspect of the ministry of a Bishop which so often evades the notice of the average person, and that has to do with his/her personhood.  A Bishop like every person needs to eat and drink, needs rest and recreation often has normal family responsibilities, is often tired, worn out.  A Bishop is often confronted with times of joy and sadness,  moments of disappointment and frustration, and of course perhaps that state of mind about which almost every Bishop complains: A FELLING OF LONELINESS sometimes leading to depression.  Now many of these aspects of the Episcopal ministry are shared by other clergy too, yet for the Bishop they are compounded because there is usually only one of us in a diocese, while there are several of you.  The Diocese of the Virgin Islands is a classic example of episcopal isolation, but even in dioceses like that of new York where there may be up to twenty Bishops living within the state, that sense of isolation persists due to the nature of the episcopate is a repository of the confidences of so many persons whose lives may rise or fall because of the Bishop to know and not to reveal, to be uncomfortable and yet not complain.

Bishops, like other members of the ordained family, are often criticized openly and publicly by those who are not fully conversant with all the facts.  There is always at least one person, often many more, who find it appealing to destroy the best image of a Bishop simply to get a kick out of it, to show off, and to promote his or her illusions of self importance.  Of course, I hardly need to mention the lack of gratitude which often accompanies every complaint and the delight in which some persons, including some clergy in idle and unsavory gossip.  It is not unusual for many of the clergy to promote themselves as being able to do a far better job, if only the people had the good sense to elect them rather than the present incumbent.


Now, nothing said so far is newly revealed insight.  The phenomena  of unkindness, lack of generosity and indeed downright rudeness, which so frequently assault the life of a Bishop, is also true of individual clergy and is equally true of persons living in the corporate and business world.  I hear the same things being said by teachers, doctors, factory workers and others in a variety of disciplines. There is nothing new in these remarks as they pertain to the Bishop and his/her family except that the world views and has every right to expect that within the life of the Church, such matters should not exist or at least be kept to a minimum because of the faith which we profess and the standards which we have vowed to uphold.  Beyond that there is the integrity of the Episcopal office which must be kept inviolate if the ministry and leadership of the Bishop is to have its fullest positive effect in the service of Jesus Christ.

The ministry of the Bishop contains within itself , the best of all the ministries of the Church.  If this is to be transparent and enabling it must be upheld with respect, with dignity and with the fullest support possible of the sake of Jesus Christ. The Bishop as a person is an “earthen vessel” subject to all the possibilities for fragmentation and corrosion that all human vessels face in a lifetime.  Even a casual look at the life of Christian leaders given the history of the church, quickly and readily manifest a variety of human flaws, prejudices and weaknesses which have brought scandal and shame to the work of building the Kingdom of God in this world.  The recent rapid rise of fundamentalism of all kinds, and the development of neo Puritanism have provided abundant fodder for the media to equate the truth of our holy faith with the falsehood of so many who profess to believe and proclaim that faith.  The resultant cynicism, abandonment of the faith of the Christian Church and its ministry which have resulted, have done irreparable damage to the cause of Christ.  Into the vacuum created, many new forms of religious expression have emerged, drawing many away from the faith of Jesus Christ.


Let us reflect on the words of St. Paul, a Bishop of the Church of God, as he addresses the Ephesian elders (clergy) as he bids them farewell.



Acts 20:15-38        
15We sailed from there, and on the following day we arrived opposite Chios. The next day we touched at Samos, and* the day after that we came to Miletus. 16For Paul had decided to sail past Ephesus, so that he might not have to spend time in Asia; he was eager to be in Jerusalem, if possible, on the day of Pentecost. 

Paul Speaks to the Ephesian Elders
17 From Miletus he sent a message to Ephesus, asking the elders of the church to meet him. 18When they came to him, he said to them:

‘You yourselves know how I lived among you the entire time from the first day that I set foot in Asia, 19serving the Lord with all humility and with tears, enduring the trials that came to me through the plots of the Jews. 20I did not shrink from doing anything helpful, proclaiming the message to you and teaching you publicly and from house to house, 21as I testified to both Jews and Greeks about repentance towards God and faith towards our Lord Jesus. 22And now, as a captive to the Spirit,* I am on my way to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there, 23except that the Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city that imprisonment and persecutions are waiting for me. 24But I do not count my life of any value to myself, if only I may finish my course and the ministry that I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the good news of God’s grace. 

25 ‘And now I know that none of you, among whom I have gone about proclaiming the kingdom, will ever see my face again. 26Therefore I declare to you this day that I am not responsible for the blood of any of you, 27for I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole purpose of God. 28Keep watch over yourselves and over all the flock, of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God* that he obtained with the blood of his own Son.* 29I know that after I have gone, savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock. 30Some even from your own group will come distorting the truth in order to entice the disciples to follow them. 31Therefore be alert, remembering that for three years I did not cease night or day to warn everyone with tears. 32And now I commend you to God and to the message of his grace, a message that is able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all who are sanctified. 33I coveted no one’s silver or gold or clothing. 34You know for yourselves that I worked with my own hands to support myself and my companions. 35In all this I have given you an example that by such work we must support the weak, remembering the words of the Lord Jesus, for he himself said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” ’ 

36 When he had finished speaking, he knelt down with them all and prayed. 37There was much weeping among them all; they embraced Paul and kissed him, 38grieving especially because of what he had said, that they would not see him again. Then they brought him to the ship. 


Ministry in the name of and for the cause of Jesus Christ is in itself a bittersweet experience.  It was true of St. Paul, I have found it to be true in my own ministry among you, and please God, it is true for you and it will be true for those who come after you.  Why is this so?  This is so because in exercising Christian Ministry, we actually operate on two levels at the same time.  There is this fragile “earthen vessel” which constitutes our physical make up, and there is that spiritual indwelling given to us by Jesus Christ, which because it is the expression of this own Risen and Ascended life, transcends the limitations of our limited human and physical life.  It is in the nature of the human and physical to become flawed, and it frequently does.  Bu tit is the nature of life in Jesus Christ, to renew, to repair, to exult to inflame.  You and I are these vessels of wonder.

Let me therefore close on that note which I have purposely held for the conclusion.  This is the end to which all Christian ministry is directed.  It is the same unfolding which the life and ministry of Jesus Christ demonstrated to us.  This is the end to which our vision of our ministry is directed.  In these concluding remarks, I have chosen to be very personal and direct having lived and worked among most of you for the first third of my own Episcopal ministry.

In October of this year I will have served as a Priest of this Church for fifty-three years.  Last week Wednesday, February 24, 2009, I celebrated the twenty-third year of my Consecration as a Bishop in the Church of God, having received my Episcopal orders among you, in St. John’s Church, Christiansted.  In May of this year, I will have completed fifteen years as the Vicar Bishop for New York City.


In all areas of my ministry, I have experienced many times of disappointment, many failures, too many hardships for my liking, not a few betrayals by those whom I loved, served and trusted.  At the times when these occurred, they seemed terribly painful and very disconcerting.  The remarkable sequel of all these however was a renewed strength and faith in God, the ability to continue to forgive because Jesus demands it and He gives the grace to do it.  There has been constant potency for my own renewal as I have faced these challenges in my ministry.


In my own personal life, I have failed on so many occasions, to numerous to recount.  I can well recall times when in my own depth of despair, I have shut others out of my life while I wallowed in my own fear and pain, depriving the very balm which God was offering through the service of others,


(Personal note to relay Rosalie’s suffering and death.)

How many times as a Bishop, I have been less than patient and understanding with some clergy.  Granted some clergy were hard to love and painfully difficult to work with.  There have been times when I have chosen the easy way of just ignoring those with whom I have decided I cannot get along.  And what about those times when I have worked out my own carefully structured plans for the work of the Church, all well meaning and dedicated, but when these plans fail to take off or to materialize, I become sad, sometimes even depressed and I wan tot throw in the towel, and leave those ungrateful people to suffer in their ignorance.  Too often, I have had to swallow my own lofty words, when I myself have failed to measure up.


Living for prolonged periods without having the immediate support of a family, can be a two-edged sword.  I recall how often I would pour out my own frustration on my wife when she was alive, and how many times I had to seek her forgiveness, a forgiveness which she so readily gave, sometimes after a tongue lashing, but nevertheless she gave it.  I can well remember on this very island, not too far from where we are now assembled, as she lay dying, how much guilt and pain I suffered as I wished and as I prayed for some power from God to take some of that pain on to myself so that she could have a respite.  In all of this, I came to know and to appreciate the power, the companionship and the love of God which has informed my ministry over these seventeen years after her death.  I am a better ministry of God’s Holy Word and Sacraments because I have gone through that valley of despair, weakness, suffering death.

Why am I reliving these things?  I do so because “ministry” for the Christian leader; “ministry” for the Deacon, the Priest of Christ’s Holy Church; ministry for the Apostle in our midst, our Bishop, all ministry in the name of Jesus Christ, always follows the pattern of God’s High Priest on earth as in heaven, our first and perfect “Minister: Jesus Christ Himself.  The pattern of this ministry is the pattern of Sacrifice, pain, deprivation, misunderstanding and misrepresentation.  But these experiences do not spell doom.  Rather these experiences offered to God as we offer ourselves, our souls and bodies to be a reasonable holy and living sacrifice.  These experiences open the lifeline of God’s never failing love and generosity to enable each one of us to meet the challenge and to be enriched by them.

This earthen vessel is more durable than meets the eye.  Its durability lies in proportion to its faith in Jesus Christ, for only with such faith can God redeem the possible fragmentation of this vessel by the indwelling treasure which He so generously pours in.  If I had to choose again, I would without equivocation choose to enter the Ordained Ministry of the Church.   I would choose again without any question to be a Priest in the Anglican Church.  If I could have the benefit of hindsight, I would afford myself the luxury of a somewhat better formal education and I would certainly avoid some of the pitfalls.  Without the luxury of hindsight, I am happy to have had the privilege of exercising ministry for Our Lord and I dedicate and offer  up the total package of my ministry with all its joys and its sorrows, with all its successes and failures, as that which best represent me, Don Taylor.  It is only by being truly one with that I can be truly an effective instrument in the hands of God.  I need my flaws, so that the transforming power of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, can reform and reshape me in His image.  I need to recognize myself as one among an ocean of sinners in order to refrain from being arrogant and patronizing.  I need to recognize my own unworthiness in order to be constant in my search for God’s grace.


The concluding word is HOPE.  The ministry which we share as Christians and more so as Christian Leaders is always Christ’s Ministry.  The ministry of Jesus Christ cannot fail and as such regardless of our unworthiness, even with that, the power and love of Jesus Christ can still break through and bless the lives of others.  So! we do not lose heart, we do not allow ourselves to be overwhelmed or destroyed by what appears to be  our incapacity to cope. Rather we hold on to the One in whose service we are fortunately and gratefully employed, because we are assured that this earthly vessel is constructed of material which rises beyond the material and finds its fulfillment in the treasury of God.
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