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Application Essay Answers 
The Rev. Canon E. Mark Stevenson  
 

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? 

Reading your profile the first time was like picking up an epic adventure novel; the more I 
read, the more I was drawn in. After my first pass, I found myself reading through it again 
and again, spiraling deeper and deeper into the story. And each time, I found myself more 
committed to it, and could see myself deeply involved in it. 

From the beginning, the metaphor of “crackling tinder, ready to be on fire for God” lit its 
own fire in my mind. Here is an image of new life from old, of a rebirth into a triumphant 
future that acknowledges and builds from its past. Then, across the pages were words that 
show the way forward – community, reconciliation, witness, truth, diversity, challenge – 
words that are honest, that present opportunity, and that require hard, faithful work. This is 
a grace-filled vision. 

The final hook for me was the letter written to your next bishop. The hopes and dreams 
expressed in these paragraphs call out to me, especially set alongside the details of ministry 
written throughout the profile. Virginia does have great resources to be leveraged, and 
none are greater than the people themselves. Your call to recapture the best of who you 
have been – including an evangelical zeal and a commitment to justice – is buoyed by your 
declaration that you seek lasting change and new understandings of past wrongs. 

I am reminded of my time as a leader in a region destroyed by natural disaster, where the 
centuries-old veneer of racism and classism was stripped away just as certainly as were 
buildings. In those days the Church itself had to face its own culpability, even as we built 
new partnerships with those who had never heard of us by name. 

I am also reminded of restructuring a refugee resettlement program, only to have to 
restructure it again in the face of new governmental restrictions. I think of empowering 
networks that attack the root causes of poverty; of helping to lead church institutions 
through the onset of a pandemic; and even to building movie theatres in my career before 
seminary. The Diocese of Virginia is indeed, as you write, a large, complex system. Yet it 
has a firm foundation grounded in the Gospel. I am excited to embrace such a system, for it 
seems to be a reflection of and natural next step in the history of my ministry. 
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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? 

In some ways, it happened as if a light switch was flipped. The end of February 2020 was so 
very different from the end of March of that same year. In other ways, the change we have 
undergone in these two (and counting) years seems to me to be an intensification of the life 
we were already living. Clergy and leadership burn-out, now rampant, is becoming more 
clearly documented and understood historically. Decline in attendance on Sundays is 
nothing new, even if learning to count worshippers over Zoom or Facebook is. Fear of what 
the future holds has long been on the horizon, and now it has moved full force into the 
present. 

Yet through all of this, I see hope and possibility. I am not naïve – I understand the numbers, 
and the trends, and process of cultural evolution – but there has been so much creativity 
and commitment in response to the challenges we face that I am excited to watch us move 
through this. Congregations are finding new ways to worship that are still grounded in who 
we are as Episcopalians, and new ways to carry out ministries. Churches have bought food 
trucks and started feeding programs, pastors (lay and ordained) are checking on shut-ins 
more often than ever before, and physical borders have melted away as communities of the 
faithful no longer see God only in their church buildings. 

The coming years will see a healthy Church use what it has learned from these days. We 
will continue to plant new roots in existing and untapped gardens. We will use our 
experiences with technology in worship, not only to spread our reach but to improve how 
we present ourselves to others. The networks across difference and geography we have 
created will allow us to share time and talent so that leaders in one place can draw on the 
strength of others and not feel as though they must carry the weight of the world alone. 
Most importantly, the coming years will see a healthy Church that prays in new ways and 
old, speaks truth in love to a hurting world, and at all times recognizes a call to community. 
As your bishop, these are among the things that I would encourage and empower. 

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. 

I am fortunate and blessed to have been able to serve much of my ordained ministry 
surrounded by complexity and diversity. From my first parish out of seminary that was a 
microcosm of cultural diversity with a lovingly crazy way of managing its affairs, through 
work on a diocesan staff, through regional and national ministries that are thankfully 
growing more and more diverse even in the midst of systemic speedbumps and roadblocks, 
and in every bit of work in along the way, I have been leading and bringing about 
connections. 
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The bishop who ordained me was fond of saying a couple of things about leadership in 
complex systems, things that I have taken to heart and tried to live by. First, what we do as 
leaders really is not rocket science, he would say. Leadership is about showing up, and 
about loving the people who – and with whom – you serve. People need to know that you 
care about them, even in a large crowd. He used to say, “pay attention to how a priest 
treats their spouse or partner – that will give you a good indication of how they will treat 
their congregation.” 

Leadership is also about surrounding yourself with folks who don’t look, think, or sound 
just like you do. Systems are challenging by their very nature, and leaders who are afraid to 
be challenged by those closest to them will inevitably build walls and create distance with 
the wider community. Over the years I have found myself time and again in situations where 
speaking the truth in love has been eased and ministry has been empowered because a 
foundation of trust has been laid through diversity of expression. 

Leadership is about prayer, and a recognition that God is God and I am not. Bumper sticker 
theology can be troublesome, but the adage that “the family that prays together, stays 
together” is powerfully true. I learned in seminary that it is mighty hard to stay mad at 
someone you are regularly kneeling next to in prayer. We know that Jesus himself prayed 
continually, and intentionally, and has promised to be with us whenever we are gathered in 
his name. 

Your expressed desire to be more deeply connected even as you lift up and celebrate your 
diversity is an inspiring one. Such a desire is itself great leadership. 

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? 

Having directly served several different bishops, and having had the opportunity to engage 
ministry with bishops across the Church, I have seen many examples and philosophies of 
episcopal ministry. God moves in the life of each bishop in each of their contexts, and as 
those bishops are called to respond, the Church is the better for it. 

In my experience, effective episcopal ministry is built upon several components. First among 
them is a spiritual grounded-ness that gives energy and purpose to the bishop, and is 
infectious to those who encounter them. It is so very easy to fall victim to the tyranny of 
the immediate in the business of the mundane, but bishops must strive daily to recenter and 
refresh themselves in prayer, scripture, and community. The face of Jesus must always be 
before a bishop. 

Such a grounding leads more easily to the building of trust. A bishop must be trusted in 
what they say and do, both before and after they say or do it. Trusting does not necessarily 
mean agreeing. It does mean that folks know at a basic level that the bishop has the best of 
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intentions in mind and at heart, and is not playing games with them. Trust is built over time 
and through relationship, and is strengthened by the bishop trusting the others in the 
diocese in the doing of the work God has called them to do. 

A bishop must have clarity, particularly in the articulation of their vision and in the doing of 
their work. Clarity does not come from self-centeredness, but from collegiality and careful 
discernment with others. Leaders in general, but bishops specifically, are at their best when 
they take counsel with others. Reactivity and confusion often result from isolation. 

Bishops are to be bridge builders. The best of them seek reconciliation where relationships 
have been broken – or never existed at all. They stand in the breach, often in times of great 
anxiety, and facilitate conversation and healing. They help us to see paths forward that were 
already there but to which we were blinded by unknowing or prejudice; or they help us 
turn loose our creativity to cross new boundaries. A bishop at their best is always reaching 
out to provide a path that overcomes obstacles and leads closer to the dream of God. 

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. 

I have been surprised more times that I can remember by how my faith has developed, 
deepened, been shaken, been challenged, and been re-formed over the years of my life. God 
has blessed me with joyful encounters and life-changing relationships that have taught me 
what it means to say that “God is love”; and life has hit me head-on with uncertainty, 
trauma, and disaster that have led me into times of questioning and fear. Faith, for me, has 
always been a journey. Faith, for me, is grounded in the way of the cross, in the way of love, 
in the way of Jesus. 

The power of God across the journey of my life has been simply and completely 
transformative. I have felt that power sitting on the curb in front of a home completely 
destroyed by a natural disaster, crying with the homeowner as she clutched the one 
photograph she could salvage while still giving thanks for the safety of her family and friends. 
I have witnessed the power of the Holy Spirit in the faces of refugees who have come out of 
horrors that I cannot even begin to imagine and who have found new life in this country. 
The Spirit has challenged me and changed me by my encounters with those who differ from 
me, in and out of the Church, leading me to see the revelation of God in ways that upended 
and transformed my long-held prejudices. I have seen the power of the Triune God in the 
vitality of small worshipping communities, and in the drive to make a difference on a massive 
scale in large ones. I have felt the power of divine comfort as I have grieved loss that is 
beyond description. The God who is love moves me, gives me foundation, and never lets 
me off easy. And for all of this, I am thankful. 

As your bishop I would want you to know my story, and I would want to know yours. For 
me, the power of story is the power of change and growth. For me, our common life 
together would be at its best when full of moments of recognizing God in our very midst. 


