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I speak in the name of Jesus the Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit, to the 

glory of God the Father.  

Amen. 

In the light of the recent elective assembly for a new Bishop, I thought that it 

may be prudent for us as a parish to explore the history, understanding and 

meaning of the term “bishop”, as well what it means to us as an Anglican 

Church.  

In the New Testament, the Greek Word for bishop is the term episcopus. This 

Greek word is made up of the prefix epi and the root scopus. A scope, as you 

know, is an instrument that we use to look at things and the prefix “epi” is 

there to intensify the root. Therefore, episcopus refers to a person (male or 

female, I might add) who is there to look at something intensely. In the ancient 

Greek world, this would have been a person in a military role who would visit 

various units of the army and inspect them. 

Although the New Testament mentions the office of Bishop, its origins are 

obscure. It would seem, however, that the threefold ministry of bishops, 

priests and deacons, was well established in the Christian Church by the 2nd 

century.  

By definition, a bishop is seen as the Chief Pastor and overseer of a diocese. 

Some believe, and would argue quite strongly so, that bishops are the 

successors to the Apostles and that an unbroken line of succession connects 

the Apostles to all legitimate bishops. This doctrine is known as Apostolic 

Succession and is seen by some as a valid argument by some against female 

bishops. The idea of a female bishop is not, however, a new factor. The first 

female bishop, Barbara Harris, was ordained as Bishop as far back as 1989 in 

the Episcopal Church of USA.  

So, not only is the bishop seen as the Chief Pastor and overseer of the diocese, 

but also priest, administrator and ruler of his or her diocesen Christian 

community. He or she is the chief liturgical priest, often involved in baptism, 



presiding over the eucharist, ordination, absolution, finances and matters of 

dispute and discipline. 

Interestingly, during the reformation, some Protestant Churches rejected the 

idea of a bishop, as they saw no basis for the office in the New Testament.  

Popes, cardinals, archbishops, patriarchs and metropolitans are all different 

gradations of bishops. A bishop is often assisted by other lesser bishops, who 

may be known as suffragans (like our bishop of Table Bay who falls under 

Archbishop Thabo, our Metropolitan). Bishops, as mentioned previously, have 

the right to confirm and ordain clergy within their diocese. In the Anglican 

Church, a bishop is chosen through an elective assembly, controlled by canon 

law.  

Insignia traditional to a bishop would be a mitre, pastoral staff, pectoral cross, 

ring and something called a caligae, which are stockings and sandals.  

At the end of the day, a diocesan bishop is responsible for all souls in their 

diocese. This is an immense and foreboding responsibility that some bishops in 

the past, may have underestimated. To be a good bishop involves various 

capacities that need to be fulfilled and be in place prior to being selected as a 

bishop. 

For example, 

A good bishop would always need the following qualities: 

1) A thorough history of formation and academic training that would 

ensure a high level of theological understanding and spirituality at all 

times 

2) Strong administration skills in order to cope with the extreme demands 

of managing a diocese 

3) Strong EQ and a strong ability to work with and manage all types of 

people he or she will come across in their ministry 

4) Strong visionary person who understands the concept and validity of 

mission and goal setting for the future 

5) Strong moral standards and an ability to persist through difficult conflict 

and keep focused on the mission of the church 



6) Strong ability to lead, as well as to listen to the people on the ground 

who remain tuned to the real life scenarios 

7) Strong ability to continue to develop self, both academically and 

spiritually 

8) Strong ability to nurture and guide new priests who are recently 

ordained 

9) Strong ability to nurture and guide clergy 

10) Strong ability to take good care of his or her emotional and 

spiritual wellbeing when the demands become over bearing 

I have always maintained to those who criticise bishops of the past, that it is 

very easy to criticise others, when in fact, you are not the one at the coal 

face, trying your best to do the actual job. Being a bishop is like being a 

CEO, you are at the top of your game and the buck stops with you. It is an 

immense responsibility and no matter how many boxes are ticked in the 

selection process, no person can ever be fully prepared for the role of 

bishop until they find themselves in the position and starting to either sink 

or swim. 

Our job and responsibility as Christians and Anglicans are twofold at this 

moment in time: 

Firstly, we need to soak this diocese in prayer so that at the Synod of 

Bishops in February 2020, the correct person will be decided upon. We 

need to pray that the Holy Spirit will guide the powers that be so that it 

becomes very clear which person is to be appointed. 

Secondly, it is our role and responsibility, once that person has been 

appointed as bishop, NOT to criticise them for their shortcomings and 

failures, for there will be some, as they are after all, human, but to 

concentrate on their strengths, to help them where we can and to keep 

them soaked in prayer. This in imperative if we are to have both a united 

diocese that is functional and operational.  

We thank Bishop Garth for his leadership and ministry in recent years, as 

well as all those bishops who preceded him. We are now living in an 

exciting time as we await the appointment of a new soul who will become 

our bishop and lead us forward into the new era.  



Let us pray: 

O God the ruler and pastor of your Church, as Peter responded to the call of 

Christ to feed his sheep, raise up for this Diocese a Bishop who by your 

grace will nurture and care for all the people entrusted to them; through 

Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd.  

Amen. 

 


