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Application Essay Answers 
The Rev. Canon Alan C. James 
 

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? 

Entering into this discernment process, I am particularly drawn to the following about you:  

Spirit of hope: You are aware of and name the challenges faced by parishes and the diocese 
at large, but you are not paralyzed by these obstacles. You equally name and celebrate 
those places where you are bearing fruit, and express a desire and intention to build on 
these strengths. Your confidence in what the Holy Spirit is doing in your midst is inspiring. 

Spirit of truth: Self-awareness is the first step towards healing and growth. The diocese’s 
commitment to addressing its participation in slavery and institutional racism in concrete 
ways, not just words, places you in the vanguard of institutions boldly leading by example, 
even when it means figuring things out along the way. Similarly, your naming the limited 
diversity of voices in diocesan leadership, lack of growth in many congregations, and a 
desire for greater transparency and connection represent additional instances in which the 
diocese is identifying places for healing and transformation. The willingness to engage in 
such authentic reflection is critical for ongoing growth and development. 

Abundance of ministry opportunities – The Diocese is blessed with an abundance of diverse 
gifts, passions, and ministries. I find the breadth of these collaborative ministries and 
initiatives exciting. I am energized by the many opportunities that individuals and 
congregations have to discern their call and steward their particular gifts for ministry. 

My experiences as Rector/Interim Rector in multiple parishes, Canon on two diocesan 
staffs, and President of a Province have given me a breadth and depth of experience leading 
teams in a variety of systems and contexts. Whether in cardinal suburban parish, small 
church in a rural town, inner-city historical African-American parish, or many communities 
in between, I have witnessed the importance of strong communication and collaboration 
between parish and diocesan leadership, and the costs when this breaks down. This 
awareness has informed my diocesan and provincial work. I focus on fostering creative 
collaborations, finding ways to be present with local congregations, and creating more 
responsive structures and opportunities for strengthening the relational bonds within the 
life of the diocese. 

As your bishop, my personal passion for, joy in, and championing of congregations - of all 
sizes and contexts - would be at the center of my ministry and the work of the diocesan staff. 



2 
 
 

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 engage these as bishop? 

Technology is opening up new possibilities for ministry – During the pandemic most 
congregations, regardless of size, have expanded their use of technology and social media, 
enabling ongoing connection with current and new parishioners alike. Snowbirds and the 
homebound are able to maintain their relationship to their home congregations. Seekers in 
search of a faith community to join are looking in on congregations to see who we are, how 
we worship, and what we value. Our ability to hold meetings and offer formation 
opportunities expands when geography, weather, and commuting are no longer obstacles to 
participation. Technology enables a reordering of diocesan meeting practices to expand the 
pool of people who are available to share their gifts and experience in diocesan leadership. 
Additionally, this expanded adoption of technology is creating new opportunities for 
collaboration between churches and across the diocese. 

The spiritual life is incarnational – Just as Jesus became incarnate, we as the Body of Christ are 
also incarnational. This is not a new learning, but Covid precautions and protocols have 
reinforced experientially what we had previously professed abstractly. Meeting and 
worshipping via Zoom have been a lifeline, but there are certain opportunities: praying, 
planning, or building a staff/community culture that can only take place when we meet in 
person. 

Particularly in a diocese the size of Virginia, there will always be a challenge in maximizing 
the bishop’s presence and availability to individual congregations and ministries, and 
technology can be an important tool in increasing this availability. But video gatherings can 
only go so far in this relational and incarnational work. As your bishop, I would also 
continue to prioritize creating opportunities for us to gather in person to worship, laugh, 
plan, and break bread together. 

People continue to hunger for and seek a new/deeper relationship with God – The ASA of our 
churches has dropped over the last two years, but new people are also exploring and 
joining almost every church I visit. The Great Resignation has led people to step away from 
patterns, including for some their participation in their church community. For many others, 
however, that same effect is propelling them to ask deep questions of meaning. Their 
spiritual life and belonging to a community are taking on a new priority, and the Church has 
this opportunity to meet, welcome, and support them in this moment. 

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. 

Undergirding my leadership of a diocesan visioning/mission strategy process, the 
restructuring of the province, and my grassroots community organizing work lay the same 
core commitments: 1) local leaders must be a part of the decision-making process 2) 
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governance and organizational structures are meant to serve the mission and work of the 
constituent members, not the reverse. 

When I led the diocesan mission strategy taskforce, we learned from our one-on-one 
conversations that just about everyone felt isolated; whether it was because of their size, 
theology, distance from the nearest other Episcopal church, or distance from the diocesan 
offices, everyone felt alone in some way. The first step in addressing that isolation was 
listening. In listening to others, we show respect for their position, perception, and 
experience. People want to be heard. In listening, we find the insights that aid in building 
bridges and collaboration. In the Navy we referred to this as Management-by-Walking- 
Around: going to where others are, seeing, engaging, and experiencing life from their 
perspective. 

In the provincial restructuring process, it meant changing who was at the table. We 
transitioned from provincial ministry leaders who knew only their program niche to 
diocesan leaders from our constituent dioceses who knew the resources, needs and 
opportunities for collaboration within the dioceses we served. Without this change our 
planning was taking place in a void. 

Leadership is a collective act. It is relational, and the quality of decisions made is linked to 
having informed, representative, diverse voices at the table. As we gather around the table 
it is also essential to have a common understanding of our shared vision, values, and the 
ways in which we respect and value our differences. 

As Episcopalians we inherit structures at all levels of the Church. It is in our best interests 
to make each level functional – with clarity of mission, empowered by resources (financial 
and otherwise), that strengthen the life and ministry of the constituent members. For 
instance, in reorganizing a previous deanery/mission area structure, we reallocated the 
diocesan budget to create funds for the individual mission areas to have seed money for 
collaborative initiatives within their area that they deemed a priority. In one this meant 
hiring a regional youth minister and in another awarding grants to collaborative parish-based 
outreach ministries. Delegation, empowerment, and local input are key to allowing a large 
diverse body to be flexible in responding to local resources, cultures, and needs. 

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? 

These fundamental roles and values are integral to the personal work of the bishop, and by 
extension, the Diocesan Staff as well: 

Vision – The bishop has a key role in discerning, articulating, and drawing out a sense of 
vision for the diocese and for stewarding the diocesan culture that springs from it. This is a 
dynamic process involving others that includes prayer, listening, and testing. Once 
discerned, the bishop communicates and reinforces the vision and values through the words 
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and works of their ministry. The bishop also encourages and supports congregations to 
have a clear vision for their own particular local ministry. 

Chief Pastor – The bishop has a pastoral relationship with diocesan leaders. They are, 
however, particularly the pastor to the pastors, to the parish clergy who by role do not and 
cannot have a pastor within the congregation. Parishioners support their clergy in many 
ways, but there are limits and boundaries to how the pastoral relationship can flow from 
parishioner to parish clergy. This is one of the reasons parochial ministry can be very 
isolating, and therefore, it is essential that clergy be able to have the pastoral support and 
care of their bishop. 

Connection/Collaboration – The bishop is an icon, encourager, and enabler of collaboration in 
ministry beyond congregational walls. In celebrating and sharing the stories from other parts 
of the diocese, bishops inspire, inform, and connect ministries and parishes from across the 
diocese. Given ecclesial economies of scale, there are also those ministries that we do more 
effectively when we work together. Collaboration expands our capacity to witness to God’s 
love and minister as parishes and as a diocese. 

Teacher/Encourager – The bishop has a unique platform from which to speak in moments of 
civic and cultural significance. This may be a word of comfort, challenge or encouragement. 
Internally, to the people of the diocese, it can be a pastoral or teaching moment, with the 
capacity to strengthen our identity as Episcopalians. Externally, when the bishop speaks into 
the broader world, it offers a Christian framing and a witness of God’s love and presence in 
that moment. 

Spiritual Role Model - While not unique to their order, each bishop must be a person of 
prayer, who tends to their own faith and spiritual life, stewarding the gifts and calling that 
has been entrusted to them. 

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. 

Deaconess Dawson, a missionary to the Philippines and Japanese prisoner in WWII, was a 
towering presence in my childhood. When I was a young child, she gifted each member of 
my Sunday School class with a simple plaque of a child praying and the words “God is 
Love.” This plaque has against all odds traveled with me to college, my Navy stateroom, and 
found its place in every home since. It is for me an icon of God’s constant, real, and loving 
presence, and of the life-long spiritual journey to know and fully understand this 
fundamental truth. 

Each age, stage, and vocational call of my life has unfolded another chapter in my ongoing 
experience of, and wrestling with, the wonderful and mysterious truth that “God is Love.” 
Again and again, layers of my childhood understanding of God have been expanded, shed, 
and refined. My relationship with God has continued to evolve and deepen. I have 
discovered in the interwoven moments of great joy, new adventure, deep grief, and day-to-
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day reflection, the palpable presence of a God who works through the spectrum of my 
experiences to draw me into a deeper understanding of God, faith, and love. 

From childhood church to college parish; from worshipping in Anglican churches in Hong 
Kong and the Persian Gulf, and with shipmates at sea, the Church has been a continuous 
and essential part of my life. The Church, which is to say the people within it, have shared 
their faith with me and in so doing have shaped me and my faith. I am a steward of this 
precious gift, not only in how I internalize it in my own life, but in the ways that I share it 
with others. No matter how explicitly stated in the moment, my experiences of God and 
God’s love undergird my ministry and proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. We 
cannot be faithful Christians on our own. We need each other. Because of this and because 
of my experience of grace and the Holy Spirit embodied in the Church, I am committed to 
supporting individual congregations as thriving communities of faith through which others 
can encounter the God whose love I have continued to meet, wrestle with, and by which I 
am continually transformed. 


