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Dear Katharine, 
Please pardon the manner of sending this to you but I thought it both the quickest and perhaps most 
reliable.  But I wanted to add a personal note to it.  The piece speaks for itself, I think.  I was encouraged 
to do it with particular relevance to pre-Lambeth stuff; some if not all the bishops attending ought to know 
some of the background.  And ALL of the African bishops ought to, but I have no way of making that 
happen!  At any rate, it is what it is.  You and your great ministry are in my thoughts and prayers da 
                                              One Bishop’s Journey
 
 
I had not seen my seminary classmate for 47 years, during which time he had served faithfully as 
a priest,  acquired a PhD, retired from a successful career on Wall Street, and been with his 
partner in a wonderful relationship for over 40 years.  During the same time I had spent almost 
half of it in Africa and the remainder in ECUSA.  Our reunion was one of joy for us both, the 
moreso I suppose because I saw him with new eyes and appreciation.  My wife and I spent some 
very rewarding visits with him and his partner,  talking about ourselves, our lives and the 47 
years since we last saw each other.  A lifetime for some. 
 
Only later did he suggest I write this piece. It is the story of my journey from a place of 
unknowing and reaction to a place of openness and appreciation, from reservation and doubt to 
acceptance and celebration.  It is the story of my own journey towards wholeness in 
understanding the diversity of sexuality that God has placed within the creation. 
 
Africa consists of many worlds so different from our own.  Being ordained priest and bishop 
there, I had made it my home.  I loved the people, the culture, the language and almost 
everything about it.  When at a ridiculously young age I was consecrated bishop in the Province 
of Central Africa, my role changed somewhat.  Now I was expected to represent the people of an 
entire diocese (in my case, an entire nation), and at times to do that on an international level.  
Frankly, it wasn’t usually a difficult task because of where I was.  The Anglican Province of 
Central Africa was safely hidden away from the world (who among those reading this could 
identify even one country in that Province?).  Central Africa was especially hidden away when it 
came to the hottest issue of the day elsewhere in the Anglican world, the ordination of women.  
For those of us in Central Africa it wasn’t even an issue. Although virtually every country in the 
Province (Zambia, Zimbabwe, Malawi and Botswana) was strapped for priests, ordaining women 
was not an option. It was easy for me not to have to deal with or think through the issue.  How 
comfortably we can hide within an institution in times like those ( Martin Thornton’s  book The 



Office of a Wall comes to mind in this context).  We had a wall and it was secure.  Our Province 
simply did not ordain women and therefore the issue didn’t exist for us. Simple?  Maybe.
 
Then came my return to the U.S. in the late seventies.  Where to put a young bishop from Africa 
who has been gone for virtually all of his ministry and barely knew what was going on in the 
States?  Almost like divine intervention, at the Lambeth Conference of 1968 I met an old friend 
who had just become diocesan of Long Island.  He was needing help and I was needing a job.  It 
seemed like a natural match for which I was grateful.  It was also a relatively easy transition 
from Central Africa because the Diocese of Long Island was still solidly opposed to the 
ordination of women. Nothing had changed.  How easy for me; I still didn’t have to deal with or 
think through the central issue that was challenging the rest of the Episcopal Church.  As for the 
issue of sexuality, gay rights and so on, that wasn’t even on the radar screen at that time nor was 
it an issue at the 1979 General Convention.  But I was about to face my own initiation into both 
issues. Barely 18 months after arriving home I was called to be bishop of a new diocese in 
California, “El Camino Real” was the exotic name.  It was the southern portion of the Diocese of 
California which included some spectacular coastal real estate, but some spectacular issues as 
well.  I recall being new to the American phenomenon of bumper stickers, and how stunned I 
was to find one that read “Question Authority” on the bumper of a priest in my diocese.  Alas, it 
was a harbinger of things to come!  After being out of the U.S. for almost two decades, I had 
been AWOL from my home state of California for all of the sixties and most of the seventies.  
Imagine that. I had no idea how ill prepared I was for California and a new and somewhat feisty 
diocese until I got there.  
 
At the forefront of things needing doing was the ordination of a woman who had been a deacon 
for many years.  She was greatly loved by her parish and the diocese, she had served faithfully 
for many years as a deacon, she had been recommended for ordination  by the Standing 
Committee and just about everyone else in the diocese. All they were waiting for was the new 
bishop. No more ducking the issue!  I remember taking many weeks to think it through.  To my 
satisfaction, I worked through the historical and biblical arguments and found no compelling 
reason not to ordain her.  Tradition presented a stumbling block for me: ordaining women to the 
priesthood hadn’t been done for a very long time in the catholic tradition…but it had  been done.  
What I called my ‘existential argument’ had no compelling reason either, other than the fact that 
I had never seen a woman preach or celebrate. In short, I could find no reason why I shouldn’t 
ordain this woman to the priesthood.    
 
I am pleased and proud to be able to say that in the ten years I was diocesan, I went on to ordain 
some of the finest women priests and deacons in the Church today, many now retired.  My part 
in that story started in a remote place, geographically and spiritually. It was in fact a place of 
hiding and I knew it not.  And it was an essential part of my spiritual growth that brought me to 



recognize and celebrate what God has blessed and accomplished in the Church through the 
ministries of women, as bishops, priests and deacons.
 
But God wasn’t finished with me yet.  Next in my spiritual journey came the issue of sexuality: 
the place of gays and lesbians in the household and ministry of God.  Again, I was trapped by my 
own past and didn’t even know it.  During my seminary years in New York City, I had but two 
encounters with gays (not seminarians) and both were traumatic.  I had no help in understanding 
these encounters, so chalked them up to ‘abberent behavior’. The Church as a whole was far 
from realistically addressing the issue.  Again, it was that unforeseen move to California, to the 
new Diocese of El Camino, where I would be challenged and encouraged to grow.  And it really 
happened rather naturally.  For one thing, the diocese had some outstanding priests who were 
gay and who were  loved and had effective ministries.  I didn’t know what to make of them but I 
liked them.  And then came the HIV/AIDS crisis. Presiding Bishop Ed Browning gave us great 
leadership in that crisis.  He urged every bishop to get involved in an AIDS ministry at the local 
level, and suggested we each find an “AIDS buddy”.  This meant going through 40 hours of 
training and then being assigned to a gay man with AIDS.  I did it and it was a transforming 
experience. I discovered my gay and lesbian brothers and sisters whom I didn’t even know.  It 
was literally a giddy experience for me. My AIDS ‘buddy’ taught me much, just being friends. In 
essence, I had been taught how to love in a new way and it was a wonderful learning.  About this 
time two gay clergy who had been together for many years came to me with a special request.  
They wanted to adopt a little boy from Latin America, and wanted me to write a letter of support 
as their sponsor.  I felt honored to do so.  The adoption completed a wonderful love between the 
two priests and made for a loving and devoted family with their new child.  And what a glorious 
thing for me to be a part of!  My wife and I now have many gay and lesbian friends in whose 
friendship we rejoice and find great pleasure; our lives are the richer for it.  In all of this I have 
experienced what I call the ‘incarnational principle’: that Jesus came to face us and to show us in 
the flesh what God’s love was all about.  And sometimes it is only when we meet and become 
friends with that revolting stranger, the other person that we are able to step outside of our 
prejudices and grow to appreciate what we had rejected.  I wonder how I could have missed such 
gifts God has placed in those around me because of old  ways and prejudices.  It is sad to think 
that some continue to do that in the name of theology or doctrines that will keep them bound or 
blind in old prejudices. 
 
Now, for some historical observation from my perspective.  It grieves me terribly that major 
parts of the Church in Africa is now sitting in judgment over ECUSA for our position with 
regard to the consecration of the Bishop of New Hampshire and gay and lesbian clergy.  How 
disingenuous!  I vividly recall attending my first Lambeth Conference in 1978.  Proudly I took 
my place among only eight bishops from Central Africa who represented many millions of 
Anglicans.  (We chuckled that it took more than 100 bishops from ECUSA to look after a flock 



much smaller than ours). And I remember during our deliberations a brief discussion about 
polygamy, an issue brought up by brother bishops from Africa.  I also remember with great 
clarity the gentle response of the bishops not from Africa  who said in essence, ‘this is your own 
pastoral issue, not ours, and we know you will deal faithfully and pastorally with it.  God bless 
you in your struggle to do this.’  And that ended the conversation about polygamy at the 
Lambeth Conference in 1968. Polygamy is an issue that I am sure the bishops from outside 
Africa could have found serious moral reasons to debate, even to pronounce judgment upon 
Africa as being a major stumbling block to being Christian.  But they didn’t.  They let the matter 
rest with those who were facing the problem.  It saddens me that today we haven’t experienced 
the same gracious attitude from our brothers in Africa toward the issues we face in ECUSA.
 
Why hasn’t Africa been as gentle and pastoral towards our present issues?  Never mind the fact 
that homosexuality has been a historical reality within that culture forever but is still very much 
taboo and quietly avoided in conversation.  Never mind that as the Church grows in Africa, its 
leaders are silently avoiding and condemning a significant portion of its people who have no 
place to turn.  Never mind that the strident words of condemnation towards ECUSA come 
mainly from the Church in Nigeria and Uganda but not from the rest of Africa (Provinces of 
Central, Southern and West Africa).  And why is that? We find the answer in the history of 
Anglican missionary work in Africa. 
 
It was the Church Missionary Society (CMS) that brought the faith to Nigeria and Uganda.  The 
CMS has represented the evangelical wing of the Church of England now for several hundred 
years.  It should be no surprise therefore that the Bible has been their overriding emphasis, 
almost to the exclusion of subjects such as ecclesiology,  catholicity, the sacraments and unity.  
To this day these are not subjects of primary interest or concern to the Anglican Church in 
Nigeria or Uganda. (I recall in 1971, attending an early morning service of Holy Communion in 
Namirembe Cathedral in Kampala, Uganda, seeing for the first time what I had once read about 
in seminary: an ‘East End Celebration’.  I had no idea what they were doing up there!).  I think it 
is no accident that these parts of the Anglican Church in Africa are now rising up in indignation 
and condemnation towards ECUSA, basing their strident condemnations on what they regard as 
fundamental biblical truths, treating their interpretations almost like dogmas of the Faith. 
Meanwhile, there appears to be no equal consideration given for the other theological 
foundations that have, over the centuries, held our Communion together through ‘all sorts and 
conditions’.  In the Anglican Church in Nigeria and Uganda the ‘Anglican Tripod’ of Scripture, 
Tradition and Reason is sadly wobbling because two legs have been neglected by an undue 
emphasis on one leg only.  
 
My best lessons started in Africa.  It was there where I began to learn to recognize and rejoice 
over God’s gift of diversity to humankind and I am forever grateful for that.   Africa still has 



much to teach us all.  But now is a time for Africa to listen; and out of their silence to bring us 
wisdom, not condemnation, the celebration of life’s wholeness, not judgment. And if they cannot 
do that, the wiser course would be to sit in silence.  But please to attend the Lambeth 
Conference.  Please let them not break that fellowship as well.  I pray that this Lambeth 
Conference will be the place for a new meeting of strangers and those set apart by their own 
imaginations, a place of discovery and acceptance, humility and grace.  Africa has much to 
teach.  But now it has much to learn.
 
 
The Right Rev. C. Shannon Mallory was Bishop of Botswana (CPCA) 1972-79, and Bishop of 
El Camino Real (ECUSA) 1980-90; he was an ECUSA missionary appointee to Africa 1961-71, 
serving in Namibia, South Africa and Uganda.  He is retired and lives with his wife in Rancho 
Mirage, California.
ily.  Blessings and warm regards.  +Shannon


