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Application Essay Answers 
The Rev. Joseph H. Hensley, Jr.  
 

1. What in our profile sparks excitement when you imagine yourself as Bishop of Virginia? 
What skills, gifts, and possibilities do you bring to meet us where we are? 

Praying with this profile and imagining myself as Bishop, the themes that spark most 
excitement for me are the yearning for connection, the celebration of diversity, and the 
need for change. 

“…we heard a deep longing for connection.” (p. 12) I imagine myself convening leaders 
from all corners to share stories, build trust, and explore how we support each other. 
Connecting with the Diocese means relating not only to bishops and staff but to each other. 
We are the Diocese! I can reach across lines of difference to build connection. A previous 
career in community mediation and facilitation taught me to listen deeply and help people 
hear each other. I delight in convening circles of trust and inviting people into something 
greater. These words resonated: “Laugh with us, lament with us, love us all fiercely, and 
share in our journey with Christ.” (p. 16) Amen! Jesus showed us how to be a leader who 
relates personally. I would share myself and encourage others to share themselves as part 
of our witness to God calling us together. 

“Diversity…” (pp. 8-9, 15) I celebrate the variety of gifts in people and places in the 
Diocese. I love inviting people to tell their stories. Stories inspire people to know, love, and 
sacrifice for each other. I am also energized to continue the work toward justice and 
healing, especially around racism and inclusion of LGBTQ+ persons. I passionately agree 
that “racial justice is a need, not a choice….” (p. 15). I am also someone who can articulate 
the “why,” a skill that will aid in engaging the whole diocese in telling truth, building 
relationships, and committing to action for the building up of the Body of Christ. 

“…what we need is a whole new floor plan, a new culture.” (p. 12) As someone who has 
served in the Diocese of Virginia, I agree that changes are needed. I would bring a visionary 
spirit and a tendency to ask tough questions, as well as my skills as a mediator and team-
builder. I can invite us to stretch as well as gracefully receive resistance. As rector of a large, 
historic parish, I have navigated the tension between innovation and tradition. I have led the 
parish through significant planning and change and helped strengthen systems, making them 
more transparent. I would be excited to lead conversations about culture change in the 
Diocese and in the wider Church. 
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2. As is often said, the Church has been changed by Covid-19, in addition to wider 
demographic shifts in the Episcopal Church. What changes stand out to you, where do you see 
possibility, and how will you engage these as bishop? 

Before the pandemic, many of us as leaders knew we needed change in the Church. The 
pandemic showed us that changes may be more possible than we thought. Four areas of 
change stand out to me. 

The pandemic has revealed fresh ways to share Good News with people who would be 
unlikely to enter our buildings. Outdoor worship and ministry with neighbors as well as 
online evangelism and disciple formation were adopted by necessity. As bishop I would 
celebrate creative innovations. More importantly I would offer resources about how we re-
engage long- time members who have drifted away and need to hear the Good News again. 

The pandemic has showed Episcopalians anew the power of a diocese. The authority of 
episcopal leadership was felt more, especially through mandatory worship changes. 
Diocesan mandates often helped congregations, although there was also frustration. For the 
Diocese of Virginia, lessons of the pandemic and a new diocesan bishop offer an opportunity 
to deeply examine the structures and uses of power. I would hold frank conversations on all 
levels of the Diocese to promote greater transparency and build trust. 

Populations are shifting toward cities and suburbs. Rural communities wonder what will 
happen to them and feel left behind. As Bishop I would use increased online meeting 
capacity (a benefit of the pandemic) to convene leaders far and wide for prayer and 
conversations about ministry across diverse regions. Imagine larger and smaller 
congregations intentionally connected in mutual support as we ask where the Holy Spirit is 
showing up throughout the Diocese. 

The pandemic is changing how we approach larger threats such as climate change. As 
Bishop, I will call for renewed focus on disaster planning in conjunction with our priority to 
care for God’s creation. In light of the dual pandemics of COVID-19 and institutional 
racism, addressing environmental racism is also part of this larger work. 

3. The Diocese is one of the largest in the Church and has a complex history. Many of our 
people named a desire to feel more connected to diocesan leadership and to one another, and 
one of our gifts and challenges is our great diversity. Describe your experience and leadership 
style in navigating systems across lines of difference. 

For several years, I have led a large parish with a long, complex history, predominantly 
white with growing racial diversity. Our members span the political spectrum and pull from 
a range of nearby population areas. Into this community with many lines of difference, I have 
invited new leaders into lay ministry and staff roles from underrepresented populations. I 
have also listened carefully to leaders with long time service in the parish, some of whom 
are less comfortable with change. I commissioned a history committee of older and newer 
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members to update the history of the parish, going back centuries. We needed to learn 
about the stories of people who were not rectors or powerful white men, and we needed 
to connect our repentance around racism to our own parish’s complicity in the 
dehumanization of others. We have honored the blessings of past times and told a more 
complete truth. 

My leadership style tries to say “both/and” more than “either/or,” though I am able to make 
hard decisions. In mid-2020, we had a staff member who came out publicly as gender non- 
conforming/non-binary. I knew there would be a mixture of responses including celebration, 
curiosity, confusion, and even anger. Even though we had a full plate reckoning with the dual 
pandemics of COVID-19 and institutional racism, I was committed to making changes (such 
as inviting people to share pronouns) to uphold this person’s inherent dignity as beloved of 
God. I asked for help and guidance to learn more about what would actually be helpful. I 
reached out proactively to people who were very supportive as well as people who were 
very resistant, and I remained committed to hearing parishioners’ concerns even as I helped 
them grow in their commitment to and support of our non-binary staff person. We both 
invited change and allowed people to resist it, making clear decisions for the institution out 
of Christian love while also listening in love when people were uncomfortable. 

In the diverse communities in which I have served, I have often had to navigate systems of 
different faiths, races, genders, sexual orientations, gender expressions, and languages. 
Sometimes I have been a leader. Sometimes, I have intentionally let others lead, because 
their voices needed to be heard more than mine. 

4. While each diocese is unique (and Virginia is no exception), we know there are 
commonalities across all episcopacy. What do you believe are the fundamentals of episcopal 
ministry? 

I would invite everyone to read the Ordination of a Bishop and the Outline of the Faith for 
a long list of solid fundamentals. I would also refer to Titus 1:7-9 as well for some basic 
concepts. My attention has lingered more on the prayer, “For the Election of a Bishop or 
other Minister.” We ask to receive a “faithful pastor who will care for your people and 
equip us for our ministries.” (p. 818) All the other essentials flow from these two basics: 
care and love for God’s people and equipping the saints for ministry to build up the Body of 
Christ (Ephesians 4:12). 

Bishops are embodied signs of unity, convening the Church in the basic structure of our 
polity: the diocese. Bishop Michael Curry, beginning his work in North Carolina, led revivals 
around our diocese to rally us as the larger Church. “With God,” he preached, “there is 
always another possibility!” 

Bishops hold authority and wield power. They make hard decisions. Basics then include 
humility, prayer, study, and an ability to listen and speak the truth in love. Another 
fundamental is releasing control and being vulnerable. I was once in a diocesan meeting with 
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a bishop who was also a clown. He led a clowning exercise that opened our hearts and 
showed me a different kind of authority. 

Part of caring for the people is caring for the clergy. When we lost our infant daughter and 
later when another child had a serious birth defect, bishops tended to us in ways no one 
else could. Bishops are fundamentally executive leaders and administrators (with lots of 
delegation!) as well as vision casters. They hold the institution together while also calling it 
to change. I commend the book This Band of Sisterhood for examples of six Black women 
bishops who are engaging their ministries in some transformative ways. 

Bishops need to be good dancers too. I still remember a bishop cutting a rug at a youth 
conference in high school. He also could get people moving without stepping on their toes. 

Again, all these things are in the service of the care for God’s people and equipping them 
for ministry. I have had bishops get me excited about being asked to do something hard. At 
their best, bishops equip the Church for ministry by helping us know that our impossible 
task is not only possible but joyful, with God’s help. 

5. Our people have named a desire for a strong spiritual leader who is honest and open about 
their faith. Tell us a bit about yours, and how you would share it as bishop. 

Many mornings, on the way to fetch the newspaper, I pause barefoot in the yard and give 
thanks to God, the creator of heaven and earth, turning toward the four directions with 
arms outstretched. I breathe, listen for the wind, and imagine the Holy Spirit blowing over 
chaos. I might sing, “Many and great, O God, are thy works.” This grounding connects later 
to the words of the creed spoken aloud in Morning Prayer, “I believe in God…” 

A favorite scripture is Psalm 46:10: “Be still and know that I am God.” I need stillness. I also 
need play, which is its own form of contemplation. God lovingly invites me to surrender and 
trust with Julian of Norwich: “All shall be well.” I also love the Songs of Songs as a bizarre 
celebration of desire and delight between us and God. My faith is as much like a love poem 
as a creed. 

My spouse of almost 23 years and our three children are my core faith community where I 
learn love, humility, and joy. My circles of holy trust also include dear parishioners, 
homeless neighbors, soul friends of different faiths and lands, the talkative river, and the 
heron whose gaze reminds me of Holy Wisdom, herself. 

I am a sinner. In the Eucharist with God’s people, Christ’s love and grace is embodied for 
me in ways that are beyond words. “Glory to God whose power working in us can do 
more than we can ask or imagine!” My trust in divine power is also embodied in the desire 
for justice and healing and in repentance at things done and left undone which have 
ruptured our wholeness. 
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As a bishop, I will gladly share my faith in conventional and creative ways (writing, teaching, 
preaching, social media, etc.). I dream more of sharing faith through joy, sharing God’s 
delight in this Diocese with children, youth, and generations of adults. I wonder about a 
pilgrimage around Virginia. I envision praying with clergy and lay leaders regularly, just to be 
in God’s presence together. I am excited not just to share my faith but to talk about how 
we, as the Diocese, are sharing faith. We focus on evangelism and newcomers but what 
about discipleship for those whose faith may need a revival? I look forward to that and many 
other conversations about entrusting our whole selves to God. 


