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A LEGACY A HlSTORY A MISSION THAT CONTINUES

THE JOURNEY BEGAN
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HOLY GROUND

The Legacy of Black Episcopal
Leadership in the African Methodist
Episcopal Church
&

This book begins with a powerful
foundation—honoring the pioneers
who paved the way.

We stand on holy ground,
walking paths they cleared,
stewarding institutions they built,
continuing work they began.
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Where Did All of These Bishops

Come From

Chapter 1: Introduction - Understanding
the Perceived Surge

The year is 2025, and if you attend a church conference, scan religious
television programming, or browse social media platforms dedicated
to faith communities, you will encounter an unmistakable
phenomenon: African American bishops seem to be everywhere. From
packed convention centers in Atlanta to intimate church gatherings in
Detroit, from viral sermon clips on YouTube to leadership summits in
Houston, the title "bishop" appears with remarkable frequency in Black
Protestant circles. For observers unfamiliar with the deep history of
the African American church, this visibility might suggest a recent
trend, perhaps even a contemporary fad. The question arises with
genuine curiosity and sometimes skepticism: Why are there so many

Black bishops now?
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This question, while understandable, rests on a flawed premise. The
prominence of bishops in African American Protestantism is not a
twenty-first-century innovation, nor is it a passing ecclesiastical
fashion. Rather, it represents the continuation and evolution of a
governance structure that has been central to Black religious life in
America for more than two centuries. What has changed is not the
existence of Black bishops, but rather their visibility, their proliferation
across diverse church structures, and the ways in which episcopal
authority has been reimagined and redeployed in contemporary

contexts.

The lllusion of Novelty
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When Richard Allen was consecrated as the first bishop of the African
Methodist Episcopal Church in 1816, he established a precedent that
would shape Black Protestant Christianity for generations to come.
The episcopal structure—with its hierarchical organization, appointed
leadership, and regional oversight—was not adopted casually or
accidentally. It was a deliberate choice made by people who
understood that effective organization required clear lines of authority,
accountability, and succession. For African Americans emerging from
slavery and facing systemic discrimination in white-dominated
religious institutions, the bishop represented more than ecclesiastical
authority. The office embodied self-determination, institutional

permanence, and the capacity to build and sustain independent

religious communities.
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Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the major pillars of
the Black Church—the AME Church, the AME Zion Church, the Christian
Methodist Episcopal Church, and the Church of God in Christ—all
maintained robust episcopal structures. Collectively, these
denominations claimed millions of members and produced some of
the most influential religious leaders in American history. Yet because
these institutions operated primarily within African American
communities, often below the radar of mainstream American religious
discourse, their episcopal traditions remained somewhat invisible to

those outside Black church circles.

The perception of a "surge" in Black bishops, therefore, tells us less
about the actual number of bishops and more about changes in
visibility, media representation, and the expansion of episcopal

structures into new denominational and non-denominational contexts.

Three Waves of Episcopal Development
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To understand the contemporary landscape of African American
bishops, we must recognize three distinct but overlapping waves of
development, each contributing to the current perception of

proliferation.

The first wave encompasses the historic Black denominations founded
between the late eighteenth and early twentieth centuries. These
institutions—the Methodist episcopal churches and the Pentecostal
Church of God in Christ—established the foundational models of Black
episcopal governance. Their bishops were elected or appointed
through established denominational processes, served defined
geographical regions, and exercised authority within clear
constitutional frameworks. This wave never disappeared; these

denominations continue to function today with their traditional

episcopal structures intact.
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The second wave emerged in the closing decade of the twentieth
century, marked most dramatically by Bishop Paul Morton's
establishment of the Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship in 1994.
This movement represented something genuinely new: the introduction
of episcopal governance into church traditions that had historically
rejected such structures. When Baptist pastors—heirs to a
congregational polity that emphasized local church autonomy—began
embracing episcopal titles and hierarchical organization, they signaled
a fundamental reimagining of Black Protestant ecclesiology. Morton's
fellowship grew rapidly, demonstrating that many African American

church leaders and congregants desired the benefits of episcopal

oversight even when their theological heritage suggested otherwise.
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The third wave, accelerating in the early twenty-first century, involves
the proliferation of the bishop title among independent, non-
denominational, and loosely affiliated churches. Pastors of single
congregations or small networks of churches adopted the title to
convey spiritual authority, maturity, and a particular vision of
leadership. Unlike traditional episcopal systems where bishops
oversee multiple churches and pastors, these contemporary bishops
often function as senior pastors with an elevated title. Some
participate in voluntary associations that provide mutual recognition

and support; others operate entirely independently.

These three waves have not replaced one another but rather exist
simultaneously, creating a complex ecosystem of episcopal leadership
that includes everything from bishops presiding over conferences of
hundreds of churches to individual pastors who adopt the title for their

single congregation.

Why Visibility Has Increased
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Several factors have contributed to the heightened visibility of African
American bishops in recent decades, creating the perception of a

surge even as they represent a continuous tradition.

Media and Technology: The explosion of religious broadcasting,
particularly on networks dedicated to Black religious programming, has
made prominent bishops household names far beyond their immediate
congregations or denominations. Bishops who might once have been
known primarily within their own cities or regions can now reach
millions through television, radio, and digital platforms. Social media
has further democratized visibility, allowing bishops of varying sizes of

influence to build significant followings and amplify their messages.

The Megachurch Phenomenon: The growth of megachurches—
congregations with thousands of members and multi-million-dollar
budgets—has concentrated visibility and influence in the hands of
individual leaders. Many of these megachurch pastors have adopted or
been consecrated with the title of bishop, and their large platforms
naturally generate media attention, conference invitations, and public

recognition. When a bishop leads a church of ten thousand members

rather than a hundred, the visibility multiplies exponentially.
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Crossover Leadership: The late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries have seen African American religious leaders achieve
unprecedented prominence in mainstream American culture. Some
Black bishops have broken barriers by being elected to leadership
positions in historically white denominations, such as the Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America. Others have become sought-after voices
on social issues, appearing on news programs, writing bestselling
books, and advising political leaders. This crossover success brings
attention not only to individual leaders but to the broader phenomenon

of Black episcopal leadership.

Institutional Multiplication: The fellowship model pioneered by the Full
Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship and replicated by numerous other
organizations has created new pathways to episcopal consecration
outside traditional denominational structures. Where once a limited
number of denominations produced bishops through carefully
regulated processes, now dozens of fellowships, associations, and
networks consecrate bishops with varying degrees of oversight and

accountability. The sheer number of these organizations contributes to

the perception of proliferation.
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Generational Transition: As historic denominations have navigated
leadership transitions and younger leaders have emerged, there has
been renewed attention to the role and relevance of episcopal
leadership. Debates about the future of Black denominationalism,
questions about the sustainability of traditional structures, and
innovations in church governance have all brought the office of bishop

into sharper focus.

The Questions This Book Addresses

Understanding the contemporary landscape of African American
episcopal leadership requires moving beyond surface-level
observations to engage deeper historical, theological, sociological, and

cultural questions. This book seeks to answer several key questions:

How did the episcopal structure become so central to Black Protestant
Christianity? We will trace the historical development from Richard
Allen's AME Church through the establishment of other major Black

denominations, examining why these communities chose hierarchical

governance and how that choice shaped their institutional trajectories.
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What precipitated the late twentieth-century expansion of episcopal
structures into new contexts? The Full Gospel Baptist Church
Fellowship's founding in 1994 represents a pivotal moment that
demands careful analysis. What tensions within existing
denominations made this reformation appealing? Why did Baptist
congregations embrace episcopal governance? How did this model

spread and influence other independent movements?

How do contemporary bishops function differently from their historical
predecessors? The role of bishop has evolved significantly, influenced
by changes in church size, media technology, financial resources, and
cultural expectations. We will examine both continuities and

discontinuities in episcopal practice.

What are the theological and practical justifications for episcopal

governance in various Black church traditions? Different communities
have articulated different reasons for embracing episcopal leadership,
from biblical interpretation to practical administration. Understanding

these varied justifications illuminates the diversity within Black

Protestantism.
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What challenges and controversies attend the proliferation of the
bishop title? Questions of legitimacy, accountability, gender exclusion,
and the standardization of consecration practices all merit serious
consideration. We will not shy away from the critiques leveled against

certain expressions of contemporary episcopal leadership.

What does the future hold for Black episcopal traditions? As younger
generations question inherited institutional structures and as church
attendance patterns shift, what role will bishops play in the Black

church of the twenty-first century?

Methodology and Sources
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This book draws on multiple types of sources to construct a
comprehensive picture of Black episcopal leadership. Historical
documents, denominational records, and archival materials provide the
foundation for understanding the establishment and development of
traditional episcopal structures. Constitutional documents, conference
proceedings, and official histories of denominations like the AME
Church, COGIC, and the Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship offer
insight into formal governance structures and leadership selection

processes.

Contemporary analysis relies on interviews with bishops representing
various traditions and generations, observations of church services
and denominational gatherings, and examination of public statements,
sermons, and publications by episcopal leaders. Secondary

scholarship on the Black Church, including historical, theological, and

sociological studies, provides crucial context and interpretation.
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We have also attended to popular sources—religious television
programming, social media content, and church websites—that reveal
how episcopal leadership is presented to and perceived by ordinary
believers. These sources, often overlooked in academic studies, offer
important windows into the lived experience of contemporary Black

church life.

Throughout, this book seeks to balance insider and outsider
perspectives, honoring the self-understanding of various traditions
while also maintaining the critical distance necessary for analytical
clarity. The goal is neither to celebrate nor to critique Black episcopal

leadership uncritically, but rather to understand it in its full complexity.

Clarifying Terms and Boundaries
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Before proceeding, several clarifications are necessary. First, this book
focuses primarily on Protestant expressions of episcopal leadership
within the African American community. While bishops exist in
Catholic, Orthodox, and Anglican contexts, and while there are
certainly Black bishops in these traditions, our focus is on the
distinctive development of episcopal governance within historically

Black Protestant denominations and independent Black churches.

Second, when we speak of "the Black Church," we acknowledge that
this is a term of convenience that encompasses tremendous diversity.
There is no single, monolithic Black Church, but rather a complex
ecosystem of denominations, fellowships, independent congregations,
and individual believers who share certain historical experiences,
cultural expressions, and theological emphases while also maintaining
significant differences. The episcopal traditions we examine represent

important streams within this broader river, but they do not constitute

the entirety of Black religious life.
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Third, the term "bishop" itself requires careful handling, as it carries
different meanings in different contexts. In some traditions, a bishop is
elected to oversee a specific geographical region and exercises
authority over multiple congregations and pastors. In others, "bishop”
is an honorific title bestowed on a senior pastor who continues to lead
primarily a single congregation. Still others use the title to indicate a
teaching or mentoring relationship with other ministers. We will attend
carefully to these distinctions throughout the book, recognizing that
the proliferation of meanings contributes to both the vitality and the

confusion surrounding contemporary Black episcopal leadership.

The Promise and Peril of Episcopal Leadership
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As we embark on this examination, it is important to acknowledge that
episcopal leadership in the Black Church has always carried both
promise and peril. On one hand, the office of bishop has provided
crucial stability, accountability, and continuity for African American
religious communities facing external threats and internal challenges.
Bishops have served as spokespeople for their communities,
organizers of collective action, stewards of institutional resources, and
symbols of Black excellence and self-determination. The episcopal
structure has allowed Black churches to build and sustain institutions
—colleges, publishing houses, mission agencies, social service

organizations—that have profoundly shaped African American life.

On the other hand, hierarchical leadership structures can concentrate
power in ways that invite abuse, stifle dissent, and resist necessary
change. Questions about transparency, accountability, succession, and
inclusion have attended episcopal leadership throughout its history.
The rapid proliferation of the bishop title in recent decades has raised
particular concerns about the standardization of qualifications, the

authenticity of consecrations, and the potential for self-

aggrandizement.
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This book proceeds with the conviction that understanding requires
neither uncritical celebration nor cynical dismissal, but rather careful
attention to historical development, contemporary practice, and future
possibilities. The story of African American bishops is ultimately a
story about how communities organize themselves for survival,
resistance, worship, and flourishing in contexts of both oppression and
opportunity. It is a story worth telling with honesty, nuance, and

respect.

Looking Ahead

The chapters that follow trace the development of Black episcopal
leadership from its origins in the late eighteenth century through its
contemporary expressions in the twenty-first century. Part Il examines
the historical episcopal tradition, analyzing how and why major Black
denominations adopted and adapted episcopal governance. Part llI
focuses on the transformative period of the 1990s, when Bishop Paul
Morton and others initiated a wave of structural innovation that
reshaped Black Protestantism. Part IV explores contemporary

manifestations, including non-denominational bishops, reformed

fellowships, and Black leaders in historically white denominations.
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The latter sections of the book turn to analysis and forward-looking
questions, examining the cultural impact of episcopal leadership, the
challenges facing contemporary bishops, and the potential futures of
this ancient office in new contexts. Throughout, we maintain focus on
how structures of leadership both shape and are shaped by the

communities they serve.

The perceived surge in African American bishops is not an illusion, but
neither is it a simple story of numerical increase. It is, rather, a story of
visibility, adaptation, multiplication, and reimagining—a story that
reveals much about the creativity, resilience, and ongoing evolution of
the Black Church in America. To understand this story is to understand
something essential about African American religious life, institutional
development, and the complex relationship between tradition and
innovation in communities that have long understood that faithful

leadership requires both honoring the past and responding

courageously to the present.
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As we turn now to the historical foundations of Black episcopal
leadership, we begin where the story itself begins: with the
revolutionary act of African Americans claiming the authority to govern

their own religious communities and consecrating leaders to guide

them into an uncertain but self-determined future.
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Chapter 2: The Birth of
Independent Black Churches

The story of Black episcopal leadership in America cannot be
separated from the broader story of African American religious
independence. The bishops who would come to lead millions of Black
Christians did not emerge from established institutions graciously
extending authority to new populations. Rather, they arose from acts of
defiance, separation, and self-determination—from moments when

Black Christians decided they would no longer accept second-class

status in the house of God and would build their own houses instead.
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To understand why African Americans chose episcopal structures for
their independent churches, we must first understand the conditions
that made independence necessary and the challenges that made
strong organizational structures essential. The birth of independent
Black churches in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
was not simply a religious development but a political act, a
declaration of dignity, and a claim to institutional authority in a society

that sought to deny Black people all three.

The Intolerable Conditions: Racism in White Churches

The African Americans who founded independent churches in the late
1700s and early 1800s were not unchurched people seeking spiritual
homes for the first time. Most were already Christians, often converted
through the evangelical revivals of the mid-eighteenth century, and
many were active participants in Methodist, Baptist, and other
Protestant churches. Their departure from these congregations was
not motivated by theological disagreement but by the grinding, daily

indignity of racial discrimination within supposedly Christian

communities.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

The specifics varied by location and denomination, but the pattern was
consistent and degrading. In many churches, Black worshipers were
required to sit in designated "Negro pews," typically in balconies or rear
sections, physically separated from white congregants. They were
often required to wait until all white members had received communion
before approaching the table themselves, a practice that transformed
the Lord's Supper—meant to signify unity in Christ—into a ritual
enactment of racial hierarchy. In some congregations, Black members
could not vote on church matters, could not serve in leadership
positions, and could not testify in church discipline cases involving

white members.

Perhaps most painfully, Black preachers—men who felt called by God
to proclaim the gospel and who often demonstrated remarkable gifts
for ministry—were prohibited from preaching to mixed audiences or
severely restricted in their ministerial functions. The message was
unmistakable: Black Christians could participate in church life, but only

in subordinate roles that confirmed rather than challenged the racial

order of American society.
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The most famous incident illustrating these conditions occurred in
November 1787 at St. George's Methodist Episcopal Church in
Philadelphia. Richard Allen, Absalom Jones, and other Black members
who had been worshiping at St. George's arrived one Sunday to find
that new seating arrangements had been instituted without their
knowledge. When the Black worshipers knelt to pray in what they
understood to be their usual section, white trustees attempted to
physically remove them, pulling them from their knees in the middle of

prayer.

This moment of violation—being manhandled during prayer, treated as
contaminants to be removed from the space—crystallized what many
Black Christians had long understood: they would never be fully
welcomed, fully respected, or fully empowered in churches controlled
by white Christians, no matter how fervently those Christians
professed belief in a God who was no respecter of persons. The choice
became clear: accept permanent subordination or establish

independence.

The Response: Separate Institutions as Survival and Resistance
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The decision to establish separate Black churches was both practical
and profound. On the practical level, independent churches would
provide spaces where Black Christians could worship without
humiliation, where their gifts could be fully employed, where their
voices would be heard, and where their concerns would be central
rather than peripheral. Black preachers could preach, Black deacons

could serve, Black congregations could govern themselves according

to their own lights.
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But the significance extended far beyond the practical. In a society that
sought to define Black people as property, as less than fully human, as
incapable of self-governance and unworthy of respect, the act of
building and sustaining independent religious institutions was a
powerful counter-narrative. Here were African Americans electing
leaders, managing finances, constructing buildings, establishing
schools, creating networks of mutual support, and making collective
decisions about their spiritual and communal lives. The independent
Black church became proof—to its members and to the watching world
—that Black people were fully capable of the kinds of organized,

disciplined, forward-thinking institutional leadership that white

supremacy claimed they could never achieve.
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Richard Allen, writing decades later about the founding of the AME
Church, made this explicit: "We deemed it expedient to organize
ourselves into a body independent of our white brethren." The word
"expedient” might suggest mere convenience, but Allen's full testimony
makes clear that this was a necessary response to conditions that had
become intolerable. He and his colleagues did not seek separation
because they rejected Christianity or even because they rejected all
cooperation with white Christians. They sought separation because
they understood that genuine Christian fellowship required mutual
respect, and where such respect was systematically denied, separation

was the only path to dignity and spiritual integrity.

The independent Black churches, then, were founded as what we might
call "freedom spaces"—institutions controlled by Black people, serving
Black communities, and operating according to principles determined
by Black Christians themselves. They would become much more than
worship venues. They would serve as schools, meeting halls, mutual
aid societies, political organizing centers, economic cooperatives, and

symbols of Black capability and self-determination.

The Challenge: Building Institutions That Would Last
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Having made the bold decision to establish independent churches, the
founders faced an immediate and daunting challenge: how to build
institutions that would survive and thrive across generations.
Individual congregations were one thing; sustainable, growing
movements were quite another. History was littered with promising
starts that failed to achieve institutional permanence—groups that
flourished under a charismatic founder but collapsed after that
founder's death, or that fragmented into competing factions, or that
lacked the resources and organization to expand beyond a single

location.

The founders of Black churches understood they were building for the
long term. They were not creating temporary shelters from racism's
storm but permanent institutions that would serve multiple
generations. This required careful thought about organizational
structure, leadership selection and succession, resource management,

geographic expansion, and institutional identity.

Several specific challenges demanded attention:
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Geographic Dispersion: Black populations in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries were concentrated in certain regions but
also spread across a growing nation. How could independent churches
maintain unity and coherence across distances that made regular
communication difficult? How could new congregations in distant

cities maintain connection to the founding vision and to each other?

Leadership Development and Succession: The first generation of Black
church founders included exceptionally gifted leaders like Richard
Allen and Absalom Jones—men who combined spiritual depth,
organizational skill, political acumen, and personal charisma. But what
happened when these founders died? How would new leaders be
identified, trained, and authorized? How could the movement ensure

leadership continuity without either fragmenting into competing

successors or becoming trapped in rigid hierarchy?
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Financial Sustainability: Churches required money—to purchase or
construct buildings, to compensate clergy, to fund missions and
charitable work, to maintain properties. White churches could often
rely on wealthy members or denominational subsidies. Black churches,
serving communities with far fewer financial resources and facing
systemic economic discrimination, had to develop sustainable models

of mutual support and resource sharing.

Doctrinal and Practical Coherence: As multiple congregations emerged
in different locations, how would they maintain unity in teaching and
practice? How much local autonomy would be permitted, and who

would have authority to resolve disputes or enforce standards?

External Relations: Independent Black churches needed to navigate
complex relationships with white religious bodies, with civil authorities
(who were often hostile or suspicious), with the broader Black

community, and eventually with each other. What structures would

facilitate these relationships while preserving hard-won independence?
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Growth and Expansion: If the movement was to grow beyond its
founding members and locations, it needed systems for planting new
churches, for receiving existing congregations into fellowship, for
credentialing ministers, and for coordinating evangelistic and

missionary efforts.

These challenges were not merely administrative or bureaucratic. They
were existential. The wrong organizational choices could doom the
entire enterprise to irrelevance or implosion. The early Black church
founders understood that they were not just establishing local
congregations but attempting to create enduring institutions that
would serve as foundations for Black communal life across

generations.

The Solution: Choosing Episcopal Governance
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Faced with these challenges, the founders of independent Black
churches made a crucial choice: they would adopt episcopal structures
of governance. This was not the only option available. They might have
chosen congregational polity, where each local church remains
autonomous and cooperates with others through voluntary
associations. They might have chosen presbyterian structures, where
representative assemblies make collective decisions. They might have

invented entirely new forms of organization.

Instead, they chose episcopacy—a hierarchical system in which
bishops hold significant authority over geographic regions, appoint
pastors to churches, oversee doctrine and discipline, manage
resources, and provide continuity of leadership. This choice was
particularly notable in the case of the Methodist-derived churches, as
they were adopting and adapting the episcopal structure of the
Methodist Episcopal Church even while separating from that body due

to racism.

Why episcopal governance? The choice reflected both pragmatic

calculation and theological conviction.
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Pragmatically, the episcopal system offered solutions to many of the
challenges facing young institutions. Bishops could provide
coordination across distances, appointing pastors to churches in
different cities and ensuring communication between far-flung
congregations. The clear lines of authority inherent in episcopal
structures could prevent or resolve conflicts that might otherwise
fragment the movement. The practice of appointing rather than merely
electing pastors meant that gifted ministers could be deployed
strategically to strengthen weak churches or plant new ones, rather
than being trapped in local popularity contests. The hierarchical
structure facilitated resource sharing, as bishops could direct funds
and support from stronger to weaker congregations. The office of
bishop itself provided institutional continuity—as individual bishops
retired or died, new ones could be consecrated according to

established procedures, ensuring leadership succession without

chaos.
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Theologically, many Black church founders believed episcopal
structures had biblical warrant and historical pedigree. They could
point to the bishops mentioned in the New Testament, to the early
church's development of episcopal leadership, and to the long
Christian tradition of episcopal governance. In adopting this structure,
they were claiming connection to ancient Christian practices and
asserting their legitimacy as authentic expressions of the faith. The
title "bishop" carried weight and dignity—it was recognizable to

Christians of all traditions as a mark of serious religious authority.

Moreover, for communities emerging from enslavement and facing
ongoing oppression, there was something powerful about claiming the
title and office of bishop. In a society that called Black men "boys"
regardless of their age, that denied them titles of respect, that sought
to infantilize and diminish them, the title "Bishop" commanded respect
and asserted authority. When Richard Allen was addressed as "Bishop
Allen," it was a declaration that Black men could hold the highest

religious offices, could exercise legitimate authority, could lead

institutions, and could command the respect due to their positions.
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The episcopal structure also reflected African American experiences
and values. Many scholars have noted parallels between the role of
Black bishops and traditional African leadership structures, suggesting
that episcopal governance resonated with cultural patterns that
survived the Middle Passage. Whether or not these parallels were
consciously recognized by the founders, the episcopal system created
clear, accountable leadership in communities that valued both strong

direction and communal cohesion.

Importantly, the Black churches did not simply copy existing episcopal
structures but adapted them to their own needs and contexts. The
bishops they created would have different roles, different relationships
to their communities, and different symbolic meanings than bishops in
white denominations or in European state churches. They would be, in
many ways, a distinctively African American expression of an ancient

office.

Building the Architecture of Independence
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The adoption of episcopal structures was not merely theoretical. It
required concrete institutional development—the creation of
constitutions, the establishment of procedures for electing and
consecrating bishops, the definition of episcopal authority and
responsibility, the development of conference systems for regional
governance, and the building of support structures like publishing

houses, schools, and mission agencies.

Richard Allen and the founders of the AME Church faced these tasks
with remarkable energy and vision. The AME Church was formally
organized in 1816, though its roots stretched back to 1787. From the
beginning, it established clear constitutional governance. The church
was divided into geographic conferences, each overseen by a bishop.
These bishops were elected by delegates to the General Conference,
the church's highest legislative body, which met every four years.
Bishops had authority to appoint pastors to churches within their

conferences, to ordain ministers, to oversee discipline, and to

coordinate the church's various ministries.
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Crucially, AME bishops were not autocrats but operated within
constitutional constraints. Their decisions could be appealed, their
authority was balanced by other church bodies, and they were
accountable to the General Conference. This balance between strong
episcopal leadership and democratic accountability became a hallmark

of Black Methodist episcopal governance.

The other Methodist-derived churches—AME Zion and CME—would
develop similar structures, each with its own variations. The Church of
God in Christ, emerging from Pentecostal rather than Methodist roots,
would also adopt episcopal governance, though with different
emphases and procedures. What they shared was a commitment to

episcopal structures as the most effective means of building and

sustaining independent Black religious institutions.
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These structures proved remarkably durable. The denominations
founded in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries not only
survived but grew dramatically, eventually claiming millions of
members and establishing thousands of churches across the United
States and beyond. Their bishops became some of the most influential
leaders in African American communities, and their institutions

became pillars of Black institutional life.

More Than Churches: Centers of Black Life

The independent Black churches with their episcopal leadership
became far more than venues for Sunday worship. They emerged as

comprehensive centers of Black communal life, addressing needs that

white society ignored or actively worked to frustrate.
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Education: Denied access to quality education in white-controlled
systems, Black churches established schools at every level. From
Sunday schools teaching basic literacy to adults who had been
deliberately kept illiterate under slavery, to elementary schools serving
children in segregated communities, to secondary academies, to
colleges and universities, Black churches understood education as
essential to individual development and communal advancement.
Bishops often served as founders and trustees of these educational
institutions, directing denominational resources toward their

establishment and sustainability.

Economic Development: Black churches became centers of economic
cooperation and mutual support. They established savings clubs,
credit unions, and insurance societies at a time when Black people
were excluded from white financial institutions. They provided
employment for teachers, ministers, maintenance workers, and
administrators. They pooled resources to purchase property and

construct buildings, demonstrating Black economic capacity even in

the face of discrimination and limited resources.
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Political Organizing: In eras when Black political participation was
severely restricted or outright prohibited, churches provided spaces
where political education and organizing could occur. Bishops and
pastors were often among the few Black leaders with the platforms,
resources, and institutional protection to speak out on public issues.
Church meetings became venues for discussing voting rights,
organizing boycotts, planning protests, and developing political

strategies.

Social Services: Black churches provided what we would now call
social services—caring for orphans and widows, supporting the elderly,
helping families in crisis, providing disaster relief, offering housing
assistance, and coordinating community responses to epidemics and
other emergencies. The episcopal structure facilitated these efforts by

allowing bishops to coordinate responses across multiple

congregations and to direct resources where they were most needed.
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Cultural Preservation and Innovation: Black churches became keepers
of African American cultural traditions, providing spaces where
distinctive forms of worship, music, preaching, and communal
expression could flourish without white censure or control. At the
same time, they were sites of cultural innovation, where new forms of
expression emerged from the creative encounter between African

heritage, American context, and Christian faith.

The bishops who led these multifaceted institutions were therefore
much more than ecclesiastical officials. They were community leaders
in the fullest sense—educators, economic organizers, political
advocates, social service coordinators, and cultural stewards. The
office of bishop in the Black Church carried responsibilities and
exercised influence far beyond what the title might suggest in other

contexts.

The Symbolic Power of Episcopal Independence
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Beyond the practical functions of episcopal governance, there was
profound symbolic power in Black churches having their own bishops.
In a society structured around white supremacy, where Black people
were systematically denied authority, dignity, and institutional power,

the consecration of a Black bishop was a revolutionary act.

When Richard Allen placed his hands on the head of a newly
consecrated bishop in the AME Church, he was doing more than
continuing an apostolic tradition. He was declaring that Black men
possessed legitimate spiritual authority, that Black institutions had the
right to self-governance, that Black communities could produce
leaders worthy of the highest titles and responsibilities, and that no
white permission or approval was necessary for any of this. Each

episcopal consecration was a refutation of the lies of white supremacy

and an assertion of Black humanity and capability.
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The bishops themselves understood this symbolic dimension. They
carried themselves with dignity, wore the robes and symbols of their
office, exercised their authority with seriousness, and insisted on being
addressed with appropriate respect. This was not vanity but a form of
resistance—a refusal to accept the diminishment that white society

sought to impose.

For ordinary Black church members, their bishops represented
possibility and pride. To see a Black man in episcopal robes, presiding
over conferences, making decisions affecting thousands of people,
commanding respect from both Black and white observers—this was
powerful medicine in communities constantly told they were inferior.
Young people growing up in Black churches with episcopal leadership
internalized a different message: Black people could lead, could
organize, could build lasting institutions, could exercise authority with

wisdom and dignity.

The Foundation for What Followed
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The independent Black churches established in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries, with their episcopal structures and their
multifaceted missions, laid the foundation for all that would follow in
African American religious life. They created institutional models that
would be adapted and replicated. They trained generations of leaders
who understood both the spiritual and practical dimensions of
ministry. They established patterns of community service that would
be carried forward. They demonstrated that Black people could build

and sustain complex organizations across generations.

When Paul Morton established the Full Gospel Baptist Church
Fellowship in 1994, when non-denominational pastors began adopting
episcopal titles in the late twentieth century, when Black bishops broke
barriers in historically white denominations—all of this built on the
foundation laid by those who, two centuries earlier, walked out of white
churches where they were not fully welcomed and built their own

houses of worship, led by their own bishops, serving their own

communities according to their own vision.
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The story of Black episcopal leadership begins, then, not with
ecclesiastical theory or theological debate but with an act of principled
separation, a refusal to accept degradation, and a determination to
build institutions that would embody Black dignity and self-
determination. The bishops who would lead these institutions inherited
a weighty legacy: they were not simply church officials but symbols of
Black capability, stewards of freedom spaces, builders of community
institutions, and leaders of people who had chosen independence over

subordination.

As we turn now to examine the specific development of the AME
Church under Richard Allen's leadership, we carry forward this
understanding: episcopal structures in the Black Church were chosen
deliberately to address concrete challenges and to embody powerful
principles. They were, from the beginning, about much more than
church governance. They were about survival, resistance, institution-
building, and the ongoing struggle for dignity and self-determination in

a hostile society.
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Chapter 3: Richard Allen and the
AME Church

On April 9, 1816, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, sixteen delegates
representing five Black Methodist congregations gathered for a
purpose that would reshape the landscape of American Christianity.
They had come to formally organize the African Methodist Episcopal
Church and to consecrate Richard Allen as its first bishop. The moment
was both culmination and beginning—the fruition of nearly three
decades of struggle and the launch of what would become one of the

most influential institutions in African American history.

Richard Allen was fifty-six years old when he became a bishop, already
a man of considerable accomplishment and hard-won wisdom. His
journey to that moment in 1816 illuminates not only the birth of the
AME Church but also the complex realities of Black life in early
America and the particular genius required to build enduring

institutions in the face of formidable obstacles.

From Slavery to Freedom: Allen's Early Life
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Richard Allen was born into slavery on February 14, 1760, in
Philadelphia, the property of Benjamin Chew, a prominent attorney who
would later become chief justice of Pennsylvania. In 1768, when Allen
was eight years old, Chew sold the Allen family to Stokeley Sturgis, a
farmer in Delaware. This sale separated young Richard from his
birthplace but, paradoxically, would eventually open a path to freedom

that might not have been available in Philadelphia.

Allen's conversion to Christianity came during his teenage years
through the preaching of itinerant Methodist ministers who traveled
through Delaware holding revival meetings. Methodism in this period
was an evangelical movement emphasizing personal conversion, moral
transformation, and—importantly for enslaved people—the spiritual
equality of all believers before God. The Methodists preached that
Christ died for all people, that salvation was freely available to anyone
who would accept it, and that God was no respecter of persons. For an
enslaved teenager like Allen, this message carried revolutionary

implications.
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Allen's embrace of Christianity was thorough and transformative. He
began preaching to other enslaved people in the area, demonstrating
gifts that would mark his entire ministry: clarity of expression,
emotional power, practical wisdom, and an ability to connect biblical
truth to the lived experiences of his audience. His preaching drew not
only enslaved people but also, remarkably, his enslaver Stokeley

Sturgis.

According to Allen's own account, written years later in his
autobiography, Sturgis attended Methodist meetings where Allen and
others were preaching and became convicted of sin, including the sin
of enslaving other human beings. Under the influence of Methodist
teaching and his own conscience, Sturgis agreed to allow Allen and his
brother to purchase their freedom. Allen, then about twenty years old,
negotiated a price and worked tirelessly to raise the funds, hiring
himself out as a laborer, cutting wood, making bricks, and doing
whatever work he could find. By 1783, he had purchased his freedom

and became Richard Allen, free man.
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Freedom brought both opportunity and challenge. Allen continued to
work as a laborer while developing his ministry. He began traveling as
a Methodist preacher, accompanying established ministers and
eventually preaching on his own circuit. He was present at the famous
Christmas Conference of 1784 in Baltimore where American
Methodism formally organized as the Methodist Episcopal Church,
separate from the Church of England. Allen heard Bishop Francis
Asbury, the towering figure of early American Methodism, preach and
was himself invited to travel with Asbury as a ministerial companion.
Allen declined, sensing that his calling was specifically to minister
among Black people and that traveling with Asbury would necessarily

limit that ministry.

Return to Philadelphia: The Struggle for Dignity
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In 1786, Allen returned to Philadelphia at the invitation of Black
members of St. George's Methodist Episcopal Church, who wanted a
preacher to hold early morning services specifically for Black
worshipers. Allen accepted the call and quickly built a following, his
preaching drawing increasing numbers of Black Philadelphians to
Methodism. His success, however, occurred within the confines of a
church where Black members faced constant reminders of their

subordinate status.

The crucial moment came, as noted in the previous chapter, in
November 1787. Allen, along with Absalom Jones and other Black
members, arrived at St. George's to find that church trustees had
instituted new seating arrangements that further segregated Black
worshipers. When Allen and his companions knelt to pray in what they
believed to be an acceptable section, white trustees pulled them to
their feet and attempted to forcibly remove them from the area. The
group of Black Methodists finished their prayers and then, in Allen's
words, "we all went out of the church in a body, and they were no more

plagued with us in the church.”
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This walkout was not impulsive but decisive. Allen and his colleagues
had already been discussing the need for an independent Black church,
and this incident crystallized their resolve. They immediately set about
establishing the Free African Society, a mutual aid organization that
would serve as the incubator for independent Black religious

institutions in Philadelphia.

The next years tested Allen's vision and leadership in ways he could
not have anticipated. The Free African Society became the subject of
internal debates about religious affiliation and governance. Some
members, including Absalom Jones, gravitated toward the Episcopal
Church, appreciating its liturgical dignity and the relative autonomy it
might offer a Black congregation. Allen remained convinced that
Methodism, with its evangelical fervor, its theological emphasis on free

grace, and its organizational structure, was best suited to reach and

serve Black people.
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When the majority of the Free African Society decided to affiliate with
the Episcopal Church, forming what would become St. Thomas African
Episcopal Church with Absalom Jones as rector, Allen respectfully
parted ways with his longtime colleagues. He remained committed to
Methodism and to the vision of an independent Black Methodist
church. This decision required courage; Allen was choosing a more
difficult path, one that would require building from scratch without the

institutional support that Episcopal affiliation offered.
Bethel Church: Building an Independent Institution

In 1794, Allen and a small group of supporters established Bethel
Church—later known as Mother Bethel—as an independent Methodist
congregation. Allen purchased a lot on Sixth Street in Philadelphia and
oversaw the moving of a former blacksmith shop onto the property,
which was then converted into a church building. Bishop Francis
Asbury of the Methodist Episcopal Church preached at the dedication
service, and the new church was officially affiliated with the Methodist

connection while maintaining substantial local autonomy.
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The establishment of Bethel Church required not only spiritual
leadership but also practical organizing ability and financial acumen.
Allen leveraged his own resources, having worked successfully as a
laborer and businessman, purchasing property and making strategic
investments. He solicited contributions from both Black and white
supporters. He negotiated with Methodist authorities to secure the
independence necessary for the church to truly serve Black
congregants while maintaining the Methodist connection that provided

doctrinal guidance and legitimacy.

The church grew rapidly under Allen's leadership. His preaching drew
large crowds, and Bethel became a center of Black community life in
Philadelphia. The church provided education through a day school and
Sunday school, offered social services to those in need, and served as
a gathering space for discussions of community concerns. Allen's
vision from the beginning was that Bethel would be more than a

worship venue; it would be an institution serving the comprehensive

needs of Black Philadelphians.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

However, independence remained contested. The Methodist Episcopal
Church, while initially supportive of Bethel's establishment, became
increasingly uncomfortable with the autonomy Allen and his
congregation exercised. White Methodist elders attempted to assert
control over Bethel's property, its finances, and its governance. Legal
battles ensued, testing Allen's determination and resource. In 1816, the
Pennsylvania Supreme Court ruled definitively in favor of Bethel's
independence, establishing the legal foundation for fully autonomous

Black Methodist churches.
The Birth of a Denomination: Organizing the AME Church

Even as Allen fought for Bethel's independence, he recognized that a
single congregation, however vital, could not fully accomplish his
vision. He began corresponding with leaders of other independent
Black Methodist congregations that had emerged in Baltimore,
Wilmington, and other cities, facing similar challenges of asserting
autonomy while maintaining Methodist identity. These congregations
had arisen from the same conditions that produced Bethel—racism in
white Methodist churches and the determination of Black Christians to

worship with dignity under their own leadership.
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Allen invited representatives of these congregations to Philadelphia in
April 1816 to consider formal union. Sixteen delegates from five
churches responded, representing congregations in Philadelphia,
Baltimore, Wilmington, and surrounding areas. The convention lasted
several days, during which delegates drafted a constitution and
discipline for the new denomination, drawing heavily on Methodist
doctrine and polity while adapting them to serve Black churches'

specific needs.

The constitutional structure they created was thoroughly episcopal.
The church would be governed by bishops who would exercise general
oversight, appoint ministers to local churches, ordain clergy, and
ensure doctrinal and disciplinary consistency across the connection.
These bishops would be elected by a General Conference, which would
meet every four years and serve as the highest legislative body.
Between General Conferences, bishops would have significant

authority but would be accountable to the church's constitutional

structures.
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The choice of episcopal governance was, as discussed in the previous
chapter, both practical and symbolic. Practically, it provided the strong,
coordinated leadership necessary to build a regional and eventually
national denomination. Symbolically, it asserted Black capability for
the highest forms of religious leadership and claimed continuity with

ancient Christian traditions.

The delegates unanimously elected Richard Allen as the first bishop of
the African Methodist Episcopal Church. On April 11, 1816, Allen was
consecrated as bishop in a ceremony that made history. Because no
Black person had previously held episcopal office in America, and
because the Methodist Episcopal Church—though originally supportive
—ultimately declined to consecrate Allen, he was consecrated by five
Black ministers present at the convention who laid hands on him and
prayed over him, following the biblical pattern and asserting their

authority to act without white approval or participation.
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This consecration was an extraordinary moment. Allen, born enslaved,
having purchased his freedom through backbreaking labor, having
preached for decades to Black people hungry for dignity and hope,
having built an independent church despite opposition, having fought
legal battles for autonomy, now stood as Bishop Richard Allen, leader
of a new denomination, holder of an office that commanded respect
and asserted Black religious authority in the most formal and public

way possible.
The Episcopacy Defined: Allen's Vision of Episcopal Leadership

Allen's understanding of the bishop's role was shaped by both
Methodist tradition and the particular needs of Black churches in early
America. He did not conceive of the episcopacy as primarily
ceremonial or honorific but as intensely practical and pastoral. The
bishop, in Allen's vision, was responsible for the spiritual vitality and

practical sustainability of the entire connection.
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Pastoral Oversight: Allen believed bishops must know the churches
and ministers under their care. He traveled extensively despite the
difficulties of early nineteenth-century travel, visiting AME
congregations, preaching in their pulpits, meeting with their leaders,
assessing their needs, and offering guidance. He understood that
effective oversight required personal presence and relationship, not

merely administrative direction from a distance.

Strategic Appointments: As bishop, Allen exercised the Methodist
practice of appointing ministers to churches rather than allowing
churches to simply hire their own pastors. This practice, called the
itinerant system, had several advantages. It prevented ministers from
becoming too comfortable or complacent in one location, ensured that
struggling churches received capable leadership, allowed for the
strategic deployment of talent, and maintained the connectional nature

of the denomination by preventing congregations from becoming

isolated or overly autonomous.
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Allen's appointments were strategic. He identified promising young
ministers and placed them in positions where they could develop their
gifts. He sent experienced leaders to troubled churches that needed
stabilization. He balanced the needs of individual congregations with
the health of the overall connection. This required wisdom, knowledge
of both ministers and congregations, and willingness to make difficult

decisions.

Doctrinal Guardianship: Allen saw the bishop as responsible for
maintaining doctrinal integrity and theological consistency across the
connection. While he valued the Methodist emphasis on experiential
religion and personal conversion, he also understood the importance
of sound teaching and doctrinal standards. He worked to ensure that
AME ministers were properly educated in Methodist theology and

practice, establishing standards for ordination and creating

mechanisms for theological education.
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Institutional Development: Allen understood that the AME Church
needed more than local congregations to truly flourish. It needed
supporting institutions—publishing capacity to produce hymnals,
disciplines, and religious literature; educational institutions to train
ministers and educate young people; mission structures to plant new
churches and extend the denomination's reach. As bishop, Allen
initiated efforts in all these areas, recognizing that his role included

institution-building at the denominational level.

Community Advocacy: Allen conceived of episcopal leadership as
extending beyond church walls into the broader Black community. As
bishop, he spoke out against slavery, advocated for education and
economic development, supported mutual aid efforts, and lent his
voice and influence to causes affecting Black people's welfare. The

office of bishop carried public responsibility, not merely ecclesiastical

authority.
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Financial Stewardship: Allen was acutely aware of financial challenges
facing Black churches and worked to develop sustainable models of
financial support. He encouraged tithing and systematic giving,
promoted property ownership by congregations, and advocated for
careful financial management. His own success as a businessman
informed his approach to church finances; he understood that good
intentions without sound financial practices would doom churches to

failure.

Leadership Through Crisis: The Early Years

Allen's episcopacy was immediately tested by multiple challenges. The
new denomination needed to establish its identity, defend its
independence against skeptics, expand its reach, develop its ministry,

and survive financially—all while navigating a society hostile to Black

autonomy and achievement.
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Legal Challenges: Even after the 1816 founding, the AME Church faced
legal challenges from the Methodist Episcopal Church and from local
authorities suspicious of independent Black institutions. Allen spent
considerable time and resources defending the church's legal standing
and property rights. His success in these battles established important

precedents for Black institutional independence.

Geographic Expansion: Within its first decade, the AME Church
expanded from five founding congregations to dozens of churches
across multiple states. This growth required coordinating travel by
ministers, ensuring doctrinal consistency, maintaining communication
across distances, and providing support to new and struggling
congregations. Allen traveled as much as his health and other
responsibilities allowed, and he appointed trusted ministers to oversee

regions he could not regularly visit.
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Internal Disputes: As with any organization, the young AME Church
experienced internal conflicts—disagreements about doctrine, disputes
over leadership, conflicts about financial matters, and personality
clashes. Allen had to navigate these while maintaining unity and
forward momentum. His approach combined firmness on matters of
principle with flexibility on lesser issues, and he demonstrated
willingness to listen to concerns while ultimately providing clear

direction.

External Opposition: The AME Church faced opposition from multiple
quarters. Some white Methodist leaders saw it as unnecessary
separation and attempted to convince Black Methodists to remain
within the Methodist Episcopal Church under white oversight. Some
Black leaders questioned whether separation from white institutions
was wise, arguing that it might isolate Black Christians from resources
and influence. Some civil authorities viewed any independent Black

institution with suspicion, fearing it might facilitate resistance to

slavery or racial hierarchy.
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Allen addressed these challenges with a combination of diplomacy and
determination. He maintained cordial relations with supportive white
religious leaders while firmly asserting AME independence. He
articulated clear reasons for separate Black institutions while
remaining open to cooperation on shared concerns. He demonstrated
through the AME Church's actual accomplishments that Black

institutional independence was not only viable but valuable.

The Denmark Vesey Crisis: One of the most serious challenges came in
1822, when Denmark Vesey, a free Black man in Charleston, South
Carolina, was accused of planning a large-scale slave rebellion. Vesey
was a member of an AME congregation in Charleston, and the church
was implicated in the alleged conspiracy. White authorities shut down
the Charleston AME church, arrested and executed Vesey and others,

and subjected the entire Black community to increased surveillance

and repression.
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The Vesey affair threatened to discredit the entire AME denomination.
White critics pointed to it as evidence that independent Black churches
were dangerous centers of insurrection that should be suppressed.
Allen had to navigate this crisis carefully, asserting the AME Church's
innocence of any conspiracy while not abandoning Vesey or the
Charleston congregation to save the denomination's reputation. He
maintained that the AME Church was a religious institution focused on
spiritual matters while acknowledging that Black churches inevitably
became sites where freedom was discussed and hoped for, given the

reality of slavery.

The crisis resulted in the AME Church effectively being banned from
the Deep South for decades, a tremendous setback to expansion plans.
But Allen's handling of the situation prevented broader catastrophe,

and the church continued to grow in the border states and the North.

The Model Established: Allen's Lasting Legacy
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By the time Richard Allen died on March 26, 1831, at age seventy-one,
he had established a model of Black episcopal leadership that would
endure for generations. He had served as bishop for fifteen years,
guiding the AME Church through its vulnerable early period and

establishing it as a permanent institution in American religious life.
The model he established included several key elements:

Episcopal Authority Within Constitutional Limits: Allen exercised
strong leadership as bishop but always within the constitutional
framework established by General Conference. He demonstrated that
episcopal authority and democratic accountability were not
contradictory but complementary. This balanced approach prevented
both autocracy and anarchy, giving the denomination stability and

adaptability.
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Comprehensive Institutional Vision: Allen understood that the church
needed more than preaching and prayer. It needed schools, publishing
capacity, financial stability, property ownership, trained clergy, and
organizational structures. He worked across all these dimensions,
establishing patterns of comprehensive institutional development that

his successors would continue.

The Bishop as Public Figure: Allen showed that Black bishops would
necessarily be public figures, not merely ecclesiastical officials. His
prominence in Philadelphia—as church leader, community advocate,
businessman, and public intellectual—established the pattern of

episcopal leadership that extended beyond church walls into broader

community engagement.
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Moral Authority Grounded in Personal Integrity: Allen's authority as
bishop rested not merely on his office but on his character and history.
His journey from slavery to freedom, his decades of faithful ministry,
his proven leadership ability, his financial integrity, and his consistent
advocacy for Black people's welfare gave him moral authority that
enhanced his official position. He established the expectation that
bishops would be people of proven character and demonstrated

capability.

Adaptive Traditionalism: Allen was simultaneously traditional and
innovative. He maintained Methodist doctrine and discipline,
preserving continuity with the broader Methodist tradition. Yet he
adapted structures and practices to serve Black churches' specific
needs. This combination of fidelity to tradition and willingness to

innovate would characterize AME leadership throughout its history.

The First Succession: Daniel Coker and Morris Brown
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Allen's model was tested immediately upon his death. The question of
episcopal succession—who would follow the founding bishop and how
they would be selected—was crucial to the denomination's future.
Would the AME Church survive its founder, or would it fragment as so

many movements had after losing their charismatic leader?

The process worked smoothly, testimony to the constitutional
structures Allen had helped establish. The General Conference met and
elected Morris Brown, who had been serving as an elder and who had
led the Charleston AME congregation before its forced closure after
the Denmark Vesey affair. Brown's election and consecration
demonstrated that the episcopacy was an office, not merely a

reflection of one extraordinary individual's gifts. The structures Allen

had built could sustain leadership transition.
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Interestingly, Daniel Coker had briefly served alongside Allen as bishop
immediately after the 1816 founding convention but had resigned
within weeks under unclear circumstances, possibly due to conflicts
with Allen or feeling unworthy of the office. Coker's brief episcopacy
and resignation, followed by Brown's successful succession after
Allen's death, illustrated both the challenges of episcopal leadership
and the importance of constitutional processes for managing those

challenges.
Expansion and Multiplication: The AME Model Spreads

The success of Allen's AME Church inspired similar developments. The
African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, which had roots in New York
parallel to the AME Church's Philadelphia origins, formally organized as
a separate denomination in 1821 with its own episcopal structure.
Later, the Colored (later Christian) Methodist Episcopal Church would

emerge in 1870, also adopting episcopal governance.
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Each of these denominations adapted the episcopal model to their
particular contexts, but all built on the foundation Allen had laid:
episcopal leadership combined with democratic accountability, strong
institutional development, comprehensive community service, and the

assertion of Black religious autonomy and capability.
The Blacksmith Shop That Became a Cathedral

The physical trajectory of Mother Bethel Church in Philadelphia serves
as a fitting metaphor for the AME Church's growth under Allen's
episcopal leadership and beyond. The former blacksmith shop that
Allen purchased and converted into a church in 1794 has been
replaced multiple times as the congregation grew. Today, Mother
Bethel AME Church occupies an impressive stone structure, the oldest
piece of real estate continuously owned by African Americans in the
United States. Richard Allen is buried in a crypt beneath the church, his

tomb a pilgrimage site for those wanting to honor the founding bishop.
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But the real cathedral Allen built was not made of stone but of people
and institutions. By establishing the AME Church and modeling
effective episcopal leadership, Allen created a structure that would
serve millions of African Americans across generations. The
denomination he founded would spread across the United States and
eventually to Africa, the Caribbean, and other parts of the world,
claiming millions of members and establishing thousands of churches,

schools, and other institutions.

The bishops who succeeded Allen—Brown, Payne, Tanner, and dozens
of others across two centuries—would all build on the foundation he
laid. They would adapt his model to new circumstances, face new
challenges, and lead the church through periods of both growth and
struggle. But they would all be recognizably in the tradition Allen
established: episcopal leaders combining spiritual authority with

institutional responsibility, serving not merely as church officials but as

community leaders and advocates for Black dignity and advancement.
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When Paul Morton established the Full Gospel Baptist Church
Fellowship in 1994, though he was working in a very different context
and with Baptist rather than Methodist traditions, he was in some
sense replicating what Allen had done 178 years earlier: recognizing
that effective ministry to Black communities required strong,
coordinated leadership and building institutional structures to provide
that leadership. The title "bishop" that Morton and others would
embrace carried weight precisely because of the history Allen and his

successors had created—a history of episcopal leadership as

competent, visionary, and committed to Black community welfare.
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Richard Allen's journey from enslaved teenager to founding bishop
established the template for Black episcopal leadership in America.
His vision of what bishops should be and do—pastoral overseers,
strategic leaders, institution builders, community advocates, and
symbols of Black capability—would shape African American
Protestantism across centuries. The sixteen delegates who gathered in
Philadelphia in 1816 to organize the AME Church and consecrate Allen
as bishop were, perhaps without fully realizing it, initiating a tradition
that would become central to Black religious life and one of the most

distinctive features of African American Christianity.

As we turn next to examine the broader family of Methodist episcopal
churches that followed Allen's model, we carry forward the
understanding that Black episcopacy was never merely about church
governance but about building institutions that would enable Black
communities to survive, resist, and ultimately flourish despite the

efforts of a hostile society to prevent all three.

Chapter 5: The Pentecostal Episcopal Model




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

In the early morning hours of April 9, 1906, in a humble frame house on
Bonnie Brae Street in Los Angeles, something extraordinary began to
happen. African Americans, whites, Latinos, and others gathered for
prayer experienced what they understood as the baptism of the Holy
Spirit, speaking in tongues, prophesying, and manifesting other
charismatic gifts described in the biblical book of Acts. The revival
quickly outgrew the house and moved to an abandoned African
Methodist Episcopal church building on Azusa Street, where it would

continue for three years and send waves of Pentecostal fervor across

the nation and around the world.
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From this revival and the broader Pentecostal movement it represented
would emerge the Church of God in Christ (COGIC), destined to
become the largest Black Pentecostal denomination in America and
indeed the largest Black denomination of any kind. And remarkably,
this church born from enthusiastic, Spirit-filled worship that
emphasized spontaneity, prophetic utterance, and direct divine
encounter would adopt the same episcopal structures that had served
Black Methodists for a century. The combination of Pentecostal
spirituality and episcopal governance would create a distinctive model
of Black religious leadership, one that would profoundly shape

twentieth-century African American Christianity.

Charles Harrison Mason: From Methodist to Pentecostal

The story of COGIC's episcopal structure begins with Charles Harrison
Mason, born in 1864 near Memphis, Tennessee, to former slaves.
Mason grew up in the Baptist church but experienced a dramatic
conversion as a young man and felt called to preach. He initially

affiliated with Missionary Baptists and was ordained as a Baptist

minister in 1893.
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Mason's early ministry was marked by emphasis on holiness—the
belief that Christians should seek and could attain sanctification, a
second work of grace beyond conversion that would purify the heart
and enable holy living. This holiness emphasis put him in tension with
many Baptists who did not share his theological convictions. In 1895,
Mason and Charles Price Jones, a fellow Baptist minister who shared
his holiness convictions, began working together to promote holiness

teaching within Black Baptist churches in Mississippi and Tennessee.

The resistance they encountered from Baptist associations led Mason
and Jones to establish an independent holiness movement. In 1897,
they organized the Church of God in Christ—the name reflecting both
their emphasis on holiness (saints set apart for God) and their claim to
represent authentic Christianity in contrast to churches they saw as
compromised by worldliness. Initially, COGIC was a holiness church
but not yet Pentecostal; it emphasized sanctification but not yet the

baptism of the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in tongues.
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The transformation came in 1907 when Mason traveled to Los Angeles
to investigate the Azusa Street Revival. He spent five weeks there,
received what he understood as baptism in the Holy Spirit with the
evidence of speaking in tongues, and returned to Memphis convinced
that this Pentecostal experience was the key to authentic Christian life

and powerful ministry.

Mason's embrace of Pentecostalism split the movement he and Jones
had built. Jones rejected the Pentecostal teaching about tongues as
initial evidence of Spirit baptism and remained in the holiness
tradition. The two men, once close colleagues, separated. Jones
retained some of the churches and eventually led them as the Church
of Christ (Holiness) USA, while Mason kept the name Church of God in
Christ and reconstituted it as a Pentecostal body. The break occurred
in 1907, and by 1909, COGIC held a general assembly that confirmed
its Pentecostal identity and began the formal organizational work that

would establish it as a denomination.

Choosing Episcopal Governance: The Practical and the Symbolic
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As Mason organized COGIC as a Pentecostal denomination, he faced
the same fundamental question that had confronted Richard Allen a
century earlier: what structure of governance would best serve the
church? The question was particularly acute for Pentecostals, whose
emphasis on the spontaneous, immediate work of the Holy Spirit might

seem to sit uneasily with hierarchical structures and formal authority.

Some early Pentecostals rejected denominational organization entirely,
seeing it as "dead formalism" that would quench the Spirit. Others
adopted congregational polity, with autonomous local churches
cooperating loosely. Still others developed presbytery-style governance

with ruling boards and committees.

Mason chose episcopacy. In 1909, he was consecrated as the first
bishop of COGIC, and the church adopted a hierarchical structure with
bishops exercising authority over regions, appointing pastors,
ordaining ministers, and providing general oversight. The choice was

deliberate and consequential.

Several factors influenced this decision:
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Mason's Background: Though he had been Baptist in formal affiliation,
Mason had been deeply influenced by Methodist holiness teaching.
The holiness movement from which Pentecostalism emerged had
strong Methodist roots. Mason was familiar with episcopal structures
from the Black Methodist denominations and from white Methodist
and holiness churches. He understood how episcopal governance

worked and what advantages it offered.

Organizational Efficiency: The Pentecostal movement was growing
rapidly, with new converts, new preachers, and new congregations
emerging constantly. This growth required coordination, oversight, and
some mechanism for determining who was legitimately credentialed
as a COGIC minister and which churches were authentically part of the
denomination. Episcopal structures, with clear lines of authority and

bishops exercising oversight, provided efficiency in managing rapid

expansion.
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Doctrinal Consistency: The early Pentecostal movement was
theologically fluid, with competing teachings about the Trinity,
sanctification, holiness standards, spiritual gifts, and eschatology.
Mason wanted COGIC to maintain particular theological emphases and
practical standards. Episcopal authority, with bishops responsible for
maintaining doctrine and discipline, helped ensure consistency across
a growing movement that might otherwise fragment into competing

factions.

Credentialing and Legitimacy: Pentecostals faced suspicion and
opposition from established churches and from society generally. They
were often dismissed as fanatics engaged in emotionalism rather than
authentic Christianity. Having episcopal structures and recognized
bishops provided a measure of legitimacy and respectability. When
COGIC ministers could present ordination credentials signed by

bishops, it carried more weight than credentials from loosely organized

groups or self-appointed leaders.
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Property and Legal Standing: Churches needed to own property, enter
contracts, and function as legal entities. Episcopal structures, with
bishops able to sign documents and act on behalf of the denomination,
facilitated these practical necessities. COGIC's incorporation in
Tennessee in 1907 established its legal existence, and episcopal

governance provided clear leadership for the legal entity.

Mason's Leadership Style: Charles Mason was a charismatic leader
who exercised strong personal authority. The episcopal structure fit his
leadership style and allowed him to guide the church's development
according to his vision. While some criticized this as autocratic,
supporters argued that the movement needed strong direction in its

formative period and that Mason's spiritual gifts and wisdom qualified

him for such authority.
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Spiritual Authority: Perhaps most significantly, Pentecostals
understood bishops not merely as administrators but as spiritual
leaders with particular gifts and callings. The bishop was seen as
having special anointing from God to lead, to discern spiritual truth, to
identify and commission ministers, and to guide the church through
spiritual warfare and challenges. This spiritual understanding of
episcopal authority distinguished COGIC's episcopacy from purely

administrative models.
The COGIC Episcopal Structure: Hierarchy and the Holy Spirit

The episcopal structure Mason established for COGIC was hierarchical
and clearly defined. At the top was the presiding bishop (a position
Mason held from 1909 until his death in 1961), who exercised general
oversight over the entire denomination. Under the presiding bishop
were jurisdictional bishops, each overseeing a specific geographic
jurisdiction comprising multiple states or a region. Within jurisdictions
were district superintendents (later called auxiliaries bishops or
administrative assistants) overseeing smaller areas. Local churches

were led by pastors appointed by jurisdictional bishops.
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This structure bore obvious similarities to the Methodist episcopal
model—geographic divisions, hierarchical authority, appointment of
pastors by bishops, connection across regions through denominational
structures. Yet the COGIC model had distinctive Pentecostal

characteristics that set it apart from Methodist episcopacy.

Charismatic Authority: COGIC bishops were expected to demonstrate
charismatic gifts—powerful preaching, healing, prophecy, discernment
of spirits. The office required not merely administrative competence
but manifest spiritual power. Bishops who could not demonstrate the
Spirit's anointing would lack the spiritual authority necessary for
effective leadership, regardless of their official position. This emphasis

on charismatic gifting meant that episcopal authority in COGIC rested

on a combination of official position and demonstrated spiritual power.
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Prophetic Voice: COGIC bishops were understood as prophetic figures
who could speak God's word to the church and to the world. They were
not merely administrators maintaining existing structures but spiritual
leaders who could receive fresh revelation, provide prophetic direction,
and lead the church into new dimensions of spiritual experience. This

prophetic dimension gave COGIC bishops a different character than

bishops in more institutionally-focused traditions.

Holiness Standards: COGIC bishops were expected to model and
enforce strict holiness standards regarding dress, behavior,
entertainment, and lifestyle. The church maintained detailed rules
about matters many other denominations considered indifferent—
women's clothing and hairstyles, jewelry and makeup, movies and
dancing, smoking and drinking. Bishops were responsible for teaching
and enforcing these standards, sometimes exercising discipline
against members or ministers who violated them. This moral oversight

function was more detailed and explicit in COGIC than in Methodist

episcopacy.
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The Convocation: COGIC's annual Holy Convocation, held each
November in Memphis (and later in other cities), became a central
feature of denominational life and episcopal leadership. The
Convocation was part revival meeting, part business session, part
family reunion, and part leadership conference. Bishops presided over
Convocation sessions, preached to the assembled thousands,
conducted ordinations and consecrations, and made major
denominational decisions. The Convocation became a showcase for

episcopal leadership and for the church's vitality.

Episcopal Consecration: The process of becoming a bishop in COGIC
involved not just election but consecration—a service where existing
bishops laid hands on the new bishop, prayed over him, and formally
commissioned him to episcopal office. This consecration was
understood as imparting spiritual authority and anointing, not merely
recognizing administrative appointment. The ceremony was solemn

and significant, marking a definitive moment of transition into

episcopal ministry.
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Women's Roles: COGIC, like most Pentecostal denominations and the
Black Methodist churches, did not ordain women to pastoral or
episcopal office, maintaining complementarian views of gender roles.
However, the church created parallel structures for women's
leadership, including the Women's Department led by national and
jurisdictional supervisors who exercised significant authority within
their sphere. While not bishops, these women leaders functioned in
quasi-episcopal ways, appointing women to leadership positions,
overseeing women's auxiliaries and ministries, and providing spiritual
oversight to women throughout the denomination. The relationship
between male bishops and female supervisors was complex,
sometimes collaborative and sometimes tense, but the women's
structures gave women avenues for leadership and influence even

within a male episcopal system.

Growth and Expansion Under Episcopal Leadership
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Under episcopal governance and Charles Mason's leadership, COGIC
grew dramatically. From a small group of congregations in 1909, the
church expanded across the South, into northern cities receiving Black
migrants, and eventually nationwide and internationally. By the time of
Mason's death in 1961, COGIC claimed over 400,000 members in
thousands of churches. By the early twenty-first century, membership
would exceed 6 million, making COGIC the largest Pentecostal
denomination in America and the fourth-largest Christian

denomination in the United States.

This growth reflected both the appeal of Pentecostal spirituality and
the effectiveness of episcopal structures in managing expansion.
COGIC bishops planted churches strategically, identifying communities
ripe for evangelism and deploying ministers to establish
congregations. They provided oversight and support to new churches,
helping them survive the vulnerable early period when many church
plants fail. They maintained doctrinal and practical consistency across
a rapidly growing denomination, ensuring that COGIC churches in

different regions shared recognizable identity and standards.
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The Great Migration—the movement of millions of African Americans
from the rural South to northern and western cities between 1916 and
1970—presented both challenge and opportunity for Black churches.
COGIC bishops responded by establishing churches in northern cities,
appointing ministers to serve migrant communities, and adapting
church life to urban contexts while maintaining denominational
identity. The episcopal structure's flexibility—bishops could make rapid
decisions, redeploy ministers, shift resources, and respond to changing
conditions—proved valuable in navigating the massive demographic

transformations of mid-twentieth-century Black America.
The Succession Crisis: Testing the Episcopal Structure

Charles Mason's death in 1961 precipitated a crisis that would test
COGIC's episcopal structures. Mason had led COGIC as presiding
bishop for fifty-two years, and his authority had been essentially
unchallenged for most of that period. He was the founder, the living
connection to the Azusa Street Revival, the patriarch whose spiritual
authority was recognized across the denomination. The question of
who would succeed him and how that succession would be managed

was not clearly addressed in church polity.
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Multiple bishops had legitimate claims to succeed Mason based on
seniority, jurisdiction size, spiritual gifts, or proximity to Mason's
leadership. The church faced the possibility of schism as different
factions supported different candidates. Conflicts erupted over legal
control of denominational property and assets, over procedures for
selecting a new presiding bishop, and over the future direction of the

denomination.

The crisis eventually led to the election of Ozro Thurston Jones Sr. as
presiding bishop in 1962, but not without controversy and legal
challenges that reached the courts. The experience revealed
weaknesses in COGIC's episcopal structures—particularly the lack of

clear constitutional procedures for presidential succession when the

founding bishop held such dominant authority.
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The crisis prompted important reforms. COGIC revised its constitution
and by-laws to establish clearer procedures for electing presiding
bishops, for transferring power, for limiting terms, and for providing
accountability. The General Board was strengthened as a check on
presidential power. Jurisdictional bishops' authority was more clearly
defined. The painful succession struggle ultimately strengthened the
church's governance structures, moving COGIC from a founding bishop

model toward a more institutionalized episcopacy.
COGIC Bishops as Community Leaders

Like their Methodist counterparts, COGIC bishops functioned as more
than ecclesiastical officials. They became significant figures in African
American communities, exercising influence far beyond their

denominational boundaries.
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Civil Rights Involvement: Some COGIC bishops and churches were
actively involved in the Civil Rights Movement, though the
denomination as a whole maintained a more cautious stance than
some other Black churches. Bishop J.0. Patterson Sr. in Memphis, for
instance, provided support for sanitation workers during the 1968
strike that brought Martin Luther King Jr. to Memphis, where he was
assassinated. Other bishops worked behind the scenes on civil rights

issues even when not publicly prominent in the movement.

Educational Leadership: COGIC bishops established and led
educational institutions, including Saints Academy and Saints College
in Lexington, Mississippi, and Charles Harrison Mason Theological
Seminary in Atlanta. These schools trained ministers and provided

educational opportunities for Black youth in segregated societies.

Economic Development: COGIC churches under episcopal oversight
established credit unions, cooperative businesses, and economic
development initiatives serving Black communities locked out of white-

controlled economic institutions. Bishops used their authority to direct

resources toward community development.
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Political Engagement: While COGIC maintained official political
neutrality, individual bishops engaged in politics, registered voters,
lobbied elected officials, and mobilized congregations around issues
affecting Black communities. The episcopal structure provided

platforms and resources for this engagement.

Media and Music: COGIC bishops embraced radio and later television
for evangelism and teaching, expanding their reach beyond their
immediate jurisdictions. The church became known for its music,
producing influential gospel musicians and singers. Bishops supported
and promoted this musical heritage, recognizing its evangelistic power

and its contribution to Black cultural life.

The Pentecostal Episcopal Model's Distinctive Contributions

The COGIC model demonstrated that episcopal governance could
serve Pentecostal churches effectively, combining hierarchical
structure with emphasis on spontaneous spiritual experience. This

combination influenced other Pentecostal bodies, many of which

adopted episcopal or quasi-episcopal structures.
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Several aspects of the Pentecostal episcopal model proved particularly

influential:

Spiritual and Administrative Authority Combined: COGIC showed that
bishops could exercise both administrative oversight and spiritual
authority, making decisions through both rational deliberation and
spiritual discernment. This integrated approach appealed to churches

that wanted both order and spontaneity.

The Megachurch Before Megachurches: COGIC developed large
congregations early in the twentieth century, with some churches
claiming thousands of members decades before the contemporary
megachurch movement. The episcopal structure helped manage these
large congregations by providing oversight beyond the local pastor and
connecting large churches to the broader denomination rather than

allowing them to become isolated empires.
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International Missions: COGIC's episcopal structure facilitated
international mission work, with bishops appointing missionaries,
overseeing mission fields, and maintaining connection between home
churches and overseas work. The church established significant
presence in Africa, the Caribbean, and other regions, with bishops

providing leadership across these international jurisdictions.

Racial Reconciliation Attempts: Although COGIC quickly became
predominantly Black, the church initially included whites and
maintained hopes for interracial fellowship. Some white Pentecostals
received ordination through COGIC in the early years before
establishing their own denominations. While these interracial
connections largely dissolved as American Christianity remained
segregated, the impulse toward racial inclusion and the episcopal
structures that initially facilitated white ministers receiving credentials

from a Black bishop represented significant, if ultimately unsuccessful,

efforts at crossing racial lines.
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Women's Parallel Structures: While not ordaining women to pastoral or
episcopal office, COGIC's development of parallel women's leadership
structures under national and jurisdictional supervisors created
significant space for women's gifts and authority. This model
influenced other Pentecostal and evangelical groups grappling with
how to honor women's spiritual gifts while maintaining

complementarian theology.

Tensions and Challenges

The Pentecostal episcopal model, like all structures, faced tensions

and challenges:

Autocracy vs. Accountability: The combination of spiritual authority
("God told me") and official position made some COGIC bishops
difficult to challenge or hold accountable. When a bishop claimed
divine direction for his decisions, dissent could be characterized as

resistance to God rather than legitimate disagreement with human

judgment.
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Holiness Standards and Changing Culture: As cultural norms changed,
particularly regarding dress, entertainment, and lifestyle, COGIC
bishops struggled to maintain traditional holiness standards while
remaining relevant to younger generations. Some bishops resisted any
accommodation to changing culture; others sought to distinguish
essential principles from culturally-conditioned applications. These

disagreements sometimes caused conflict.

Jurisdictional Rivalries: The division of the country into jurisdictions
created potential for rivalry and competition between jurisdictional
bishops. Disputes over jurisdictional boundaries, competition for
prominent ministers and churches, and personality conflicts between

bishops sometimes hindered cooperation and created dysfunction.

Gender Tensions: The exclusion of women from pastoral and episcopal
office while recognizing their spiritual gifts created ongoing tensions.
Women who felt called to preach and lead sometimes chafed under
restrictions, and some left COGIC for denominations that would ordain

them. Debates about women's roles periodically erupted, testing the

church's unity.
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Generational Transitions: As founding generations passed and new
generations came to leadership, questions arose about how much to
preserve traditional practices and how much to adapt to new contexts.
Some bishops championed preservation; others advocated adaptation.
These tensions played out in debates about worship style, music,

technology, social engagement, and numerous other issues.

Despite these challenges, COGIC's episcopal structure proved durable
and effective. The church continued to grow, maintained its identity,
navigated social changes, and produced bishops who commanded

respect within and beyond the denomination.

Notable COGIC Bishops

The history of COGIC episcopacy includes numerous remarkable

leaders who embodied different aspects of episcopal ministry:
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J.0. Patterson Sr.: Following the succession crisis after Mason's death,
Patterson eventually served as presiding bishop from 1968 to 1989. He
provided stability after the turbulent 1960s, strengthened
denominational structures, and expanded COGIC's educational and
publishing ministries. His episcopal leadership emphasized both

spiritual vitality and institutional development.

Louis Henry Ford: A powerful preacher and church planter, Ford built a
megachurch in Philadelphia decades before megachurches became
common. As bishop, he demonstrated how episcopal oversight could
coexist with strong local church leadership and how bishops could

mentor younger ministers while exercising authority.

Ithiel Clemmons: An educator and theologian, Clemmons served as
president of the Charles Harrison Mason Theological Seminary and
brought academic rigor to COGIC ministerial training. His episcopal
ministry showed that Pentecostal bishops could be serious scholars

without compromising spiritual vitality.
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Gilbert Earl Patterson: Grandson of W.A. Patterson and nephew of J.O.
Patterson Sr., G.E. Patterson served as presiding bishop from 2000 to
2007. He emphasized evangelism, technology, and connecting with
younger generations while maintaining COGIC's traditional emphases.
His tenure showed how episcopal leadership could honor tradition

while embracing innovation.

These bishops, and many others, demonstrated the range of gifts and
emphases possible within COGIC's episcopal model. They were
evangelists and administrators, pastors and prophets, traditionalists

and innovators, local church builders and denominational statesmen.
The Pentecostal Episcopal Legacy

By the late twentieth century, COGIC had firmly established the
Pentecostal episcopal model as a viable and effective structure for
Black churches. The combination of hierarchical governance,
charismatic spirituality, strict holiness standards, and community
engagement created a distinctive expression of Black Christianity that

influenced millions.
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When other Pentecostal and charismatic movements emerged in the
latter half of the twentieth century, many looked to COGIC's episcopal
model. When non-denominational pastors began adopting episcopal
titles, they were drawing on a tradition COGIC had helped establish.
When Paul Morton created the Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship
with episcopal structures, he was adapting a model whose success

COGIC had demonstrated in Pentecostal contexts.

The Pentecostal episcopal model showed that episcopal governance
was not merely a Methodist or Anglican inheritance but a flexible
structure that could serve different theological traditions and spiritual
emphases. It demonstrated that bishops could exercise authority
through both official position and charismatic gifting, that hierarchical
structures could coexist with spontaneous worship, and that

Pentecostal spirituality could be organized and sustained across

generations through effective institutional leadership.
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As we turn now to examine the broader functions of historical Black
bishops, we carry forward the understanding that both Methodist and
Pentecostal episcopal traditions had established: the office of bishop
in Black churches was multifaceted and powerful, serving spiritual,
administrative, symbolic, and social functions. The bishops of COGIC,
like their Methodist counterparts, were not merely church officials but
community leaders, institution builders, spiritual authorities, and
symbols of Black achievement and capability. Together, the Methodist
and Pentecostal episcopal traditions created a deep reservoir of
experience and legitimacy that would shape Black Protestant

Christianity for generations to come.

I'll read the uploaded document to gather information about Bishop
William E. Fuller, Sr. and the Fire Baptized Holiness Church of God of

the Americas.

The document provides excellent information about Bishop Fuller and
the Fire Baptized Holiness Church. I'll now create Chapter 5.5 as a
bridge between the Pentecostal Episcopal Model chapter and the

Functions of Historical Black Bishops chapter.
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Chapter 5.5: The Holiness
Episcopal Expression - Bishop
William E. Fuller and the Fire
Baptized Holiness Church

Between the establishment of the major Black Methodist
denominations in the early nineteenth century and the emergence of
Pentecostalism in the early twentieth century lies a crucial but often
overlooked chapter in the story of Black episcopal leadership: the
Holiness Movement. This movement, which emphasized sanctification
as a second work of grace and called believers to lives of complete
consecration to God, produced its own distinctive expressions of
episcopal governance. Among the most significant was the Fire
Baptized Holiness Church of God of the Americas, led for decades by
Bishop William Edward Fuller, Sr., whose ministry bridged the Holiness
and Pentecostal eras and whose episcopal leadership demonstrated
yet another model of how Black churches could organize themselves

for spiritual vitality and institutional sustainability.

The Holiness Movement: Theological Roots and Social Context
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The Holiness Movement emerged in the mid-to-late nineteenth century,
primarily from Methodist sources, though it eventually influenced
multiple denominations and spawned new religious bodies. The
movement's central theological conviction was that Christians should
seek and could experience entire sanctification—a work of God's grace
subsequent to conversion that would purify the heart from inward sin

and empower believers for holy living and effective service.

This emphasis on holiness resonated powerfully in Black churches and
communities. For people whose humanity was constantly denied and
degraded by white supremacy, the message that they could be made
holy—set apart for God's purposes, purified from sin, empowered for
righteousness—carried profound meaning. Holiness teaching affirmed
that spiritual transformation was possible regardless of social status,

that God's power could overcome sin's dominion, and that believers

could live victoriously even in oppressive circumstances.
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The Holiness Movement gained momentum in the 1880s and 1890s,
with holiness associations, camp meetings, and independent churches
emerging across the country. By the turn of the twentieth century,
numerous holiness denominations had formed, each with its own
emphases, constituencies, and organizational structures. Among these
was the Fire Baptized Holiness Church, which would become an
important expression of Black holiness spirituality under episcopal

leadership.

Benjamin Hardin Irwin and the Fire Baptized Origins

The Fire Baptized Holiness Church originated in 1895 through the
ministry of Benjamin Hardin Irwin, a white holiness evangelist who
emphasized what he called "the baptism of fire"—an experience beyond
conversion and sanctification that would bring believers into greater
spiritual power and fervor. Irwin's teaching drew from biblical passages
about fire as a symbol of divine presence and purification, and his

meetings were marked by intense emotional expression and claims of

supernatural manifestations.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

Irwin organized the Fire Baptized Holiness Association in lowa in 1895,
attracting followers who resonated with his emphasis on multiple
works of grace and passionate spirituality. The movement spread
rapidly across the Midwest and South, with both white and Black
believers participating in Fire Baptized meetings and churches.
However, the familiar pattern of American religious life soon asserted
itself: racial tensions, discriminatory practices, and differing cultural

expressions led toward separation.

By 1898, as the movement expanded into the South where racial
segregation was rigidly enforced, separate organizational structures
for Black and white Fire Baptized believers became practically
necessary. The social realities of Jim Crow meant that integrated
religious gatherings faced legal restrictions and violent opposition,
particularly in southern states. Even where integration was
theoretically possible, white control of integrated organizations often

marginalized Black voices and limited Black leadership opportunities.

W.E. Fuller, Sr.: From Slavery to Episcopal Leadership
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Into this context came William Edward Fuller, Sr., a man whose
personal journey from slavery to episcopal leadership embodied the
transformative possibilities of holiness spirituality and Black

institutional independence.

Fuller was born enslaved in 1875 in Sylvania, Georgia—a decade after
the Civil War's end but in a family and community still bearing slavery's
deep wounds. His early years were marked by the poverty, limited
opportunities, and systemic racism that characterized life for Black
people in the post-Reconstruction South. Despite these circumstances,
Fuller found spiritual vitality in the church and experienced a calling to

ministry that would shape the rest of his life.

Fuller's conversion and call to ministry came through the Methodist
church, which had been a primary vehicle for Black religious life in the
South. He was exposed to holiness teaching, probably through
Methodist holiness advocates or through the holiness camp meetings
that were common in the South during his youth. The message of
entire sanctification resonated deeply with Fuller, who testified to

experiencing this second work of grace and who committed himself to

living and preaching holiness.
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Fuller's gifts for preaching, leadership, and organization became
evident early in his ministry. He served as a pastor in Georgia, gaining
experience in local church leadership and developing relationships
with other ministers who shared his holiness convictions. His ministry
was marked by evangelistic fervor, emphasis on holy living, and
commitment to building strong congregations that would serve their

communities comprehensively.

The Separation: Forming a Black Holiness Church

As Fuller's ministry matured, he became connected with the Fire
Baptized Holiness movement that was spreading through the South.
He was drawn to the movement's emphasis on Spirit baptism, its
expectation of supernatural manifestations, and its passionate
worship style. However, as a Black minister working primarily among
Black believers in the segregated South, Fuller recognized that the

movement needed organizational expressions that would allow for

Black leadership and autonomy.
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The specific circumstances and timing of the separation that led to the
formation of the Fire Baptized Holiness Church of God of the Americas
are not fully documented, but the pattern was consistent with other
Black denominational formations: Black believers and leaders within a
predominantly white or integrated movement recognized that genuine
equality and full leadership opportunity would require separate
organization. Rather than accept permanent subordination or

marginalization, they established their own institutional structures.

Fuller emerged as the central leader in organizing what would become
the Fire Baptized Holiness Church of God of the Americas. The name
itself was significant: "Fire Baptized" connected to the movement's
distinctive theological emphasis, "Holiness Church" identified its
primary spiritual commitment, "of God" asserted divine sanction and

authority, and "of the Americas" indicated both geographic scope and

perhaps subtle distinction from the white Fire Baptized bodies.
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The church was officially organized, and Fuller was consecrated as its
bishop. The choice of episcopal governance was deliberate and drew
on the established patterns of Black Methodist and Pentecostal
churches. Fuller and his colleagues understood that episcopal
structures provided clear leadership, facilitated coordination across
geographic distance, enabled strategic deployment of ministerial
talent, and asserted institutional legitimacy in a society that often

dismissed Black religious bodies as disorganized or illegitimate.

Fuller's Episcopal Leadership: Building a Holiness Denomination

As bishop, Fuller exercised leadership across all the dimensions that

had characterized effective Black episcopacy in other traditions:
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Spiritual Leadership and Holiness Emphasis: Fuller was first and
foremost a holiness preacher who called believers to entire
sanctification and holy living. His preaching emphasized God's power
to transform lives completely, the necessity of separation from
worldliness, and the possibility of victory over sin through the Spirit's
enabling. Under his episcopal leadership, the Fire Baptized Holiness
Church maintained strict holiness standards regarding dress, behavior,
entertainment, and lifestyle—standards that distinguished the church
from more accommodating religious bodies and created a distinctive

holiness identity.

Fuller's spiritual authority rested not merely on his official position but
on his reputation for personal holiness and spiritual power. He was

known as a man of prayer, a faithful practitioner of what he preached,
and someone who genuinely walked with God. This personal integrity

gave his episcopal pronouncements credibility and made his teaching

effective.
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Administrative Oversight: Fuller organized the Fire Baptized Holiness
Church with clear structures that allowed for efficient governance. He
established regional oversight, appointed ministers to churches,
maintained doctrinal standards, and ensured financial accountability.
The church was incorporated as a legal entity, providing the
institutional stability necessary for property ownership, contractual

relationships, and long-term planning.

Under Fuller's episcopal administration, the church grew from a small
group of congregations to a more substantial denomination with
churches across multiple states. This growth required coordination,
communication, and the development of systems that could sustain
expansion. Fuller's administrative gifts enabled this institutional

development while maintaining the spiritual vitality that had attracted

people to the holiness message.
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Educational Development: Recognizing that the church's future
depended on trained, educated leadership, Fuller emphasized
ministerial education and established structures for training ministers.
While the specific educational institutions developed under his
leadership are not fully documented in available sources, his
commitment to raising up qualified leaders shaped the church's

approach to ministry preparation.

Fuller's generation of Black religious leaders understood that
education was crucial for both individual advancement and
institutional strength. They had witnessed how educated ministers
could serve churches more effectively, engage broader society more
credibly, and provide leadership across multiple dimensions of

community life. Fuller's emphasis on education reflected this

conviction.
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Holiness Standards and Discipline: As bishop, Fuller was responsible
for maintaining the church's holiness standards—not merely teaching
them but enforcing them through church discipline when necessary.
This aspect of episcopal leadership was particularly important in
holiness bodies, which understood themselves as separated people

called to visible righteousness in a sinful world.

Fuller exercised discipline when ministers or members violated
holiness standards, understanding that lax discipline would undermine
the church's testimony and identity. This disciplinary function required
courage, wisdom, and pastoral sensitivity—courage to confront
violations, wisdom to distinguish major from minor issues, and
pastoral sensitivity to exercise discipline redemptively rather than

punitively.

Racial Context and Leadership: Fuller's episcopal ministry occurred
entirely within the Jim Crow South, where Black people faced constant
discrimination, violence, and denial of basic rights. As a Black bishop
leading a Black denomination, Fuller had to navigate these oppressive

conditions while building institutions that would serve his people's

spiritual and practical needs.
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The Fire Baptized Holiness Church under Fuller's leadership provided
spaces where Black believers could worship freely, where their gifts
could be fully employed, where they could exercise leadership and
decision-making, and where they could experience dignity and respect
often denied them in the broader society. Fuller's episcopal leadership
thus served not merely religious but also social and psychological
functions, creating islands of freedom and affirmation in a sea of

oppression.
The Holiness Episcopal Model: Distinctive Characteristics

The episcopal model Fuller developed in the Fire Baptized Holiness
Church shared similarities with Methodist and Pentecostal episcopacy
but also had distinctive characteristics shaped by holiness theology

and experience:
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Emphasis on Sanctification: While Methodist bishops emphasized
doctrine and order, and Pentecostal bishops emphasized charismatic
gifts and spiritual power, holiness bishops like Fuller emphasized
entire sanctification and holy living. The bishop was not merely an
administrator or even a Spirit-filled leader but a model of sanctified life

who called others to the same experience and lifestyle.

Strict Standards: Holiness bishops maintained more detailed
behavioral standards than most Methodist bishops and often stricter
standards than Pentecostal bishops. The Fire Baptized Holiness
Church under Fuller's leadership had clear rules about dress (women's
clothing and hairstyles, men's appearance), entertainment (prohibitions
on theaters, dancing, card-playing), personal habits (abstinence from
tobacco, alcohol, and other substances), and general deportment.

Bishops were responsible for teaching and enforcing these standards.
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Small-Scale Intimacy: While churches like the AME and COGIC had
grown to hundreds of thousands or millions of members, holiness
bodies like the Fire Baptized Holiness Church remained smaller. This
meant that bishops like Fuller could know their ministers and churches
more personally, could exercise more direct oversight, and could
maintain tighter community. The smaller scale created different
dynamics than in large denominations—less bureaucracy, more

personal relationships, but also more limited resources and influence.

Fire Baptism Teaching: The distinctive Fire Baptized emphasis on
baptism of fire as an experience beyond sanctification gave Fuller's
episcopal teaching a particular theological flavor. While he maintained
emphasis on holiness of life, he also taught about fire baptism as an

empowering experience that would bring believers into greater spiritual

fervor and effectiveness.
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Camp Meeting Culture: The holiness tradition had strong connections
to camp meetings—multi-day gatherings for worship, preaching,
testimony, and seeking spiritual experiences. Fuller's episcopal
leadership included presiding over camp meetings, which served as
important occasions for denominational gathering, spiritual renewal,
and episcopal teaching. These camp meetings were less formal than
the annual conferences of Methodist churches but served similar
functions of bringing the scattered flock together under episcopal

oversight.
Fuller's Long Tenure: Stability Through Decades of Change

William E. Fuller, Sr. served as bishop of the Fire Baptized Holiness
Church of God of the Americas for approximately forty years, from the
church's organization in the late 1890s or early 1900s until his death in
1958. This extraordinarily long episcopal tenure—spanning from the
height of Jim Crow through World War I, the Great Depression, World
War Il, and into the early Civil Rights era—provided remarkable stability

and continuity for the denomination.
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Fuller's long service meant that he shaped the church's identity,
theology, and practices across multiple generations. Ministers
ordained in his early years of episcopal service worked alongside
those ordained decades later, creating continuity of vision and
approach. Churches established in the movement's early days
continued under the oversight of the same bishop who had helped

found them, maintaining consistency of standards and teaching.

However, this long tenure also meant that Fuller's leadership spanned
tremendous social changes—the Great Migration of Black people from
South to North, urbanization, the emergence of new media like radio,
the transformation of Black community life, and shifting cultural
attitudes about religion, morality, and authority. Fuller had to lead
through all these changes while maintaining the church's holiness

identity and episcopal structures.

The Pentecostal Connection: Navigating Theological Developments
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Fuller's episcopal ministry coincided with and was affected by the
emergence of Pentecostalism in the early twentieth century. The Azusa
Street Revival began in 1906, when Fuller was already established as
bishop of the Fire Baptized Holiness Church. The Pentecostal
movement, with its emphasis on baptism in the Holy Spirit evidenced
by speaking in tongues, spread rapidly through holiness churches and

created both opportunities and challenges.

Some Fire Baptized believers embraced Pentecostal teaching about
tongues as the initial evidence of Spirit baptism. The theological
proximity between holiness emphasis on fire baptism and Pentecostal
emphasis on Spirit baptism made the transition natural for some.
However, others maintained the holiness position without fully

adopting Pentecostal distinctives.
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Fuller navigated this theological development while maintaining the
church's identity. His leadership had to address questions about
tongues, about the relationship between sanctification and Spirit
baptism, about worship practices, and about potential union with other
Pentecostal or holiness bodies. The fact that the Fire Baptized
Holiness Church survived and maintained its identity through this
turbulent period testified to Fuller's episcopal skill in preserving unity

while addressing legitimate theological questions.

Legacy and Influence

Bishop William E. Fuller, Sr.'s significance extends beyond the specific

denomination he led. His episcopal ministry demonstrated several

important realities about Black religious leadership:
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The Holiness Movement's Episcopal Expressions: Fuller's Fire Baptized
Holiness Church showed that episcopal governance could serve
holiness bodies effectively, not just Methodist or Pentecostal
churches. The holiness movement produced multiple episcopal
denominations, and Fuller's leadership illustrated how bishops could
maintain strict holiness standards, provide spiritual oversight, and

build institutions—all within the holiness theological framework.

Small Denomination Viability: Not every Black denomination needed to
grow to millions of members to be viable and valuable. Smaller bodies
like the Fire Baptized Holiness Church, under capable episcopal
leadership, could maintain identity, serve their constituencies
effectively, and contribute to the broader ecosystem of Black religious

life. Fuller's long, stable leadership showed that smaller churches with

clear vision and good governance could thrive across generations.
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Regional Leadership: While bishops in large denominations like AME or
COGIC had to manage multi-state or national jurisdictions, bishops in
smaller regional bodies like Fuller could provide more intensive,
personal oversight. This closer relationship between bishop and
churches had advantages—more intimate knowledge, quicker response
to needs, stronger personal relationships—even if it meant more

limited influence and resources.

Bridging Eras: Fuller's ministry bridged from the late nineteenth-century
holiness movement through the emergence of twentieth-century
Pentecostalism to the mid-century period when both movements were
maturing into established denominations. His ability to lead through

these transitions while maintaining institutional stability was a

significant accomplishment.
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Episcopal Succession: Upon Fuller's death in 1958, the Fire Baptized
Holiness Church faced the challenge that had tested COGIC after
Charles Mason's death and that every denomination eventually faces—
how to continue after a founding or long-serving bishop passes. The
church's ability to navigate this transition and continue (though it
would eventually merge with other holiness/Pentecostal bodies)
testified to Fuller's success in building structures that could outlast his

personal leadership.

The Broader Holiness Episcopal Family

Fuller's Fire Baptized Holiness Church was not alone in combining

holiness theology with episcopal governance. Other holiness bodies

made similar choices:
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The Church of Christ (Holiness) USA, under the leadership of Charles
Price Jones (who had separated from Charles Mason over Pentecostal
teaching), adopted episcopal structures. The Church of God (Holiness)
and various other holiness denominations chose bishops as their
primary form of leadership. Together, these bodies demonstrated that
episcopal governance resonated across the theological spectrum of
Black Protestantism—from Methodist emphasis on order and
connection, to holiness emphasis on sanctification and separation, to

Pentecostal emphasis on charismatic gifts and Spirit baptism.

The common thread was recognition that episcopal structures served
Black churches' needs effectively. Whether the theological emphasis
was doctrine, holiness, or spiritual gifts, the practical realities of
building institutions, coordinating across distances, deploying
leadership, maintaining standards, and providing continuity pointed

toward episcopal governance as proven and effective.

Conclusion: The Holiness Contribution to Black Episcopacy
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Bishop William E. Fuller, Sr. and the Fire Baptized Holiness Church of
God of the Americas represent an important but often overlooked
stream in the development of Black episcopal leadership. Between the
well-documented histories of large denominations like AME and
COGIC, numerous smaller holiness and Pentecostal bodies developed
their own expressions of episcopal governance, each contributing to

the rich tapestry of Black religious leadership.

Fuller's forty-year episcopal tenure demonstrated that bishops in
smaller, regionally-focused denominations could exercise effective
leadership, maintain doctrinal integrity, build lasting institutions, and
serve their communities faithfully. His emphasis on holiness
standards, his navigation of the transition from holiness to Pentecostal
theology, his long stability through decades of social change, and his
development of a denomination that would serve multiple generations

all testified to the effectiveness of episcopal leadership in the holiness

tradition.
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The holiness episcopal model, as exemplified by Fuller, added
distinctive characteristics to the broader pattern of Black episcopacy:
emphasis on entire sanctification as central to the bishop's message
and example, maintenance of strict behavioral standards as part of
episcopal oversight, smaller-scale intimacy allowing for closer
relationships between bishops and churches, and particular attention

to fire baptism or Spirit baptism as empowering experiences.

As we turn now to examine the comprehensive functions of historical
Black bishops, we include in our understanding the contributions of
holiness bishops like William E. Fuller, Sr., whose ministries
demonstrated yet again that episcopal governance could serve diverse
theological traditions within Black Protestantism. The holiness
movement's episcopal expressions enriched the overall tradition of
Black religious leadership and showed that the office of bishop was
adaptable to varied spiritual emphases while maintaining its essential
character of providing oversight, maintaining standards, building
institutions, and serving as symbols of Black religious autonomy and

achievement.

Chapter 6: The Functions of Historical Black Bishops
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By the early twentieth century, the episcopal office in Black churches
had matured into a complex and multifaceted institution. More than a
century of experience in the AME, AME Zion, and CME Churches,
combined with the rapid development of COGIC's Pentecostal
episcopacy, had demonstrated that Black bishops fulfilled roles far
more comprehensive than the title might suggest to outside observers.
To understand the true significance of episcopal leadership in African
American Christianity, we must examine the diverse functions these
bishops performed—not merely what they were supposed to do

according to constitutional documents, but what they actually did in

the lived reality of Black church and community life.
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The functions of historical Black bishops can be organized into six
major categories: spiritual leadership, administrative oversight,
institutional development, community advocacy, symbolic
representation, and leadership cultivation. Each of these functions was
essential, and effective bishops had to excel across multiple
dimensions simultaneously. The office demanded not merely
competence in church administration but a rare combination of
spiritual depth, practical wisdom, political acumen, financial skill, and

personal integrity.

Spiritual Leadership: The Primary Calling

However much bishops engaged in administration and institutional
management, their primary calling was understood as spiritual. They
were, first and foremost, called to lead God's people in worship,

discipleship, holiness, and mission. This spiritual leadership took

multiple forms:
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Preaching and Teaching: Bishops were expected to be gifted preachers
who could proclaim God's word with power, clarity, and relevance.
When a bishop visited a local church or presided at an annual
conference, his preaching was anticipated as a highlight. Bishops
preached at ordinations, consecrations, anniversary celebrations,
revivals, and denominational gatherings. Their sermons often
addressed both individual spiritual needs and collective challenges

facing their communities.

The preaching of bishops carried particular weight because of their
office. When Bishop Henry McNeal Turner thundered against racism
and proclaimed that "God is a Negro," he spoke with authority that
transcended his personal charisma because he held episcopal office.
When Bishop Charles Harrison Mason preached about the baptism of
the Holy Spirit, his episcopal position lent credibility to controversial
Pentecostal teaching. The bishop's pulpit was a platform of spiritual
authority from which fundamental truths could be declared and

defended.
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Beyond preaching, bishops were responsible for teaching—ensuring
that ministers and members understood doctrine, biblical truth, and
proper Christian practice. They taught at ministerial institutes, wrote
for denominational publications, produced instructional materials, and
personally mentored younger ministers. This teaching function was
crucial for maintaining theological consistency across denominations

and for equipping ministers to teach their congregations effectively.

Pastoral Care: Though bishops oversaw many churches rather than
pastoring a single congregation, they were expected to provide
pastoral care to ministers and churches under their oversight. When a
minister faced personal crisis, moral failure, or burnout, the bishop was
responsible for providing counsel, correction, or support as needed.
When churches experienced conflict, the bishop intervened to mediate
and restore peace. When congregations suffered tragedy or celebrated

triumph, the bishop's presence signified that the broader church family

shared their experience.
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This pastoral dimension required bishops to know their people—to
understand the personalities, gifts, challenges, and contexts of
ministers under their care. Effective bishops made regular visits to
churches in their conferences or jurisdictions, maintained
correspondence with pastors, cultivated relationships that allowed for
honest communication, and demonstrated genuine concern for

people's wellbeing beyond merely functional oversight.

The pastoral care bishops provided to ministers was particularly
important given the challenges of ministry in Black communities. Many
pastors served small, struggling churches with limited resources,
faced constant racism in the broader society, worked second jobs to
support their families, and carried heavy burdens with little support.
The bishop who checked on a weary pastor, encouraged a discouraged

minister, or intervened to support a faithful servant facing unjust

criticism fulfilled a crucial pastoral function.
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Spiritual Discernment and Direction: Bishops were expected to
possess special gifts of spiritual discernment—the ability to sense
God's direction, to distinguish truth from error, to identify spiritual gifts
in others, and to provide prophetic guidance for the church. This
function was particularly emphasized in COGIC and other Pentecostal
bodies, but Methodist bishops also understood their role as involving

spiritual discernment beyond mere administrative decision-making.

When bishops made appointments of ministers to churches, the
decision was understood as more than matching qualifications to
needs. It involved discerning God's will for both the minister and the
congregation—sensing where God was calling a particular person and
what church needed that person's specific gifts. When bishops
ordained candidates for ministry, they were not merely certifying that
requirements had been met but affirming that God had called these

individuals to ministry and that the church recognized that calling.
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Bishops prayed for guidance before making major decisions, sought
God's wisdom in addressing challenges, and called the church to
prayer during times of crisis or opportunity. Their spiritual leadership
set the tone for entire denominations, influencing whether churches
would be marked by spiritual vitality or institutional routine, by

prophetic courage or timid accommodation, by holiness or worldliness.

Sacramental and Liturgical Leadership: Bishops presided at significant
liturgical moments—ordinations, consecrations, annual conference
communion services, dedications of church buildings, and special
ceremonial occasions. Their role in these services was not merely
functional but carried deep symbolic meaning. When a bishop laid
hands on a candidate for ordination, the gesture connected that new
minister to the historic episcopate, to the tradition of apostolic

succession (however understood), and to the authority of the church

across generations.
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The sacramental presence of bishops at key moments marked
transitions, conferred legitimacy, and signified the church’s blessing. A
church building dedicated by a bishop was officially recognized as holy
space. A minister ordained by a bishop possessed credentials and
authority recognized throughout the denomination. These liturgical
functions, while seemingly ceremonial, performed important work in

maintaining the church's identity and continuity.
Administrative Oversight: Managing the Connection

While spiritual leadership was primary, the practical functioning of
denominations required substantial administrative work, and bishops

bore primary responsibility for this oversight:

Appointments and Deployment: Perhaps the most significant
administrative power bishops exercised was appointing ministers to
churches. In the Methodist itinerant system, and in COGIC's similar
appointment process, bishops determined who would pastor which
church. This power shaped ministerial careers, influenced church

trajectories, and determined the health of entire regions.
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Making good appointments required extensive knowledge—of
ministers' gifts, character, and limitations; of churches' needs,
resources, and cultures; of community contexts and challenges; of
relationships and personalities that might lead to either fruitful
ministry or destructive conflict. Bishops who made consistently wise
appointments strengthened their conferences or jurisdictions; those
who made poor appointments—whether from ignorance, favoritism, or

political calculation—weakened the churches under their care.

The appointment system also gave bishops leverage in dealing with
problematic situations. A minister who was gifted but immature could
be appointed to a small church where a seasoned lay leader could
mentor him. A congregation with entrenched problems could receive a
strong leader capable of bringing necessary change. A declining
church could receive an effective revitalizer. An expanding community
could receive a church planter. The bishop's authority to make these

strategic deployments of ministerial talent was a powerful tool for

advancing denominational mission.
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Ordination and Credentialing: Bishops controlled access to ordained
ministry through their authority to examine candidates, ordain those
deemed qualified, and refuse ordination to those found wanting. This
gatekeeping function was essential for maintaining ministry standards

and protecting congregations from unqualified or unsuitable leaders.

The ordination process typically involved multiple steps: candidates
had to demonstrate a credible calling to ministry, complete required
educational preparation, serve apprenticeships under experienced
ministers, pass examinations on doctrine and practice, receive
recommendations from supervisors, and finally appear before the
bishop for examination and ordination. Bishops who maintained high
standards ensured capable leadership for the next generation; those

who ordained the unqualified burdened churches with incompetent or

unsuitable ministers.
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The credentialing function also involved discipline—bishops had
authority to suspend or revoke the ordination of ministers who proved
unfaithful, immoral, or doctrinally errant. This disciplinary authority
was necessary for maintaining integrity, though it required wisdom and
courage to exercise properly. Bishops who failed to discipline wayward
ministers undermined trust in church leadership; those who exercised

discipline unfairly or vindictively generated resentment and conflict.

Financial Management: Bishops oversaw denominational finances,
ensuring that churches paid their assessments, that funds were
properly managed, that resources were allocated according to
established procedures, and that financial obligations were met. This
required not merely honesty but financial acumen—the ability to

develop budgets, manage cash flow, make strategic investments, and

steward limited resources wisely.
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Many bishops were successful businessmen before entering full-time
ministry, bringing financial skills to their episcopal work. Richard Allen
had been a successful entrepreneur; Charles Mason had worked in
various business ventures; others brought experience from teaching,
trade, or professional work. These practical skills served them well in

managing church finances.

Financial oversight also involved fundraising—soliciting contributions
for denominational projects, encouraging systematic giving by
churches and members, and promoting financial stewardship as a
spiritual discipline. Bishops who could inspire generosity and
demonstrate faithful stewardship increased resources available for
ministry; those who mismanaged funds or appeared self-serving

undermined giving and damaged the church's mission.

Property Management: Black churches accumulated substantial
property over the decades—church buildings, parsonages, schools,
office buildings, camps and retreat centers, and other real estate.
Bishops had responsibility for overseeing this property, ensuring

proper maintenance, making decisions about purchasing or selling

property, and managing legal issues related to real estate.
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The importance of property ownership for Black churches cannot be
overstated. In a society that systematically denied Black people
access to property and wealth, church-owned property represented
precious assets that could serve multiple generations. Bishops who
helped churches acquire and maintain property built enduring
foundations for ministry; those who allowed property to deteriorate or

be lost through poor management squandered precious resources.

Property management also involved legal issues. Churches had to
comply with civil regulations, maintain proper legal standing, handle
disputes over property ownership or use, and navigate complicated
real estate transactions. Bishops needed to work with lawyers,

understand legal requirements, and make decisions that protected the

church's interests while maintaining integrity and Christian witness.
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Conference Administration: Annual conferences and jurisdictional
convocations required extensive planning and management. Bishops
had to arrange venues, schedule sessions, prepare agendas, facilitate
business, moderate debates, make rulings on procedure, and ensure
that necessary decisions were made efficiently. Well-run conferences
strengthened denominational unity and mission; poorly managed
conferences wasted time, generated conflict, and left important

business unfinished.

Conference administration also involved managing the democratic
processes through which many church decisions were made. While
bishops exercised significant authority, they did not rule autocratically.
Conferences included lay and clergy delegates who voted on issues,
proposed legislation, elected officers, and participated in governance.
Bishops had to facilitate these democratic processes while also
providing leadership and direction—a delicate balance requiring

political skill, patience, and wisdom.

Institutional Development: Building for Future Generations
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Historical Black bishops understood that their responsibilities
extended beyond managing existing churches to building institutions

that would serve future generations:

Educational Institutions: Black bishops were instrumental in founding
and leading colleges, seminaries, and schools. AME bishops founded
and led Wilberforce University, Allen University, Paul Quinn College,
Morris Brown College, and other institutions. COGIC bishops
established Saints College and Charles Harrison Mason Theological
Seminary. CME bishops founded Lane College, Paine College, Miles

College, and Texas College.

These educational institutions were crucial for training ministers,
providing educational opportunities for Black youth denied access to
white institutions, advancing Black intellectual life, and demonstrating
Black capability. Bishops served as trustees, fundraisers, recruiters,
and public advocates for these schools. They solicited donations from
churches and individuals, negotiated with foundations and government

agencies for support, hired faculty and administrators, and

championed the cause of Black education.
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The commitment of Black bishops to education reflected their
understanding that institutional strength required intellectual
development. An educated ministry could serve churches more
effectively, engage broader society more credibly, and provide
leadership across multiple dimensions of community life. Educated
laity could advance economically, participate effectively in political life,
and contribute to denominational leadership. Education was not

merely individual advancement but collective uplift.

Publishing Enterprises: Denominations needed to produce hymnals,
disciplines, Sunday school materials, religious literature, and
periodicals. Bishops established and oversaw publishing houses that
fulfilled these needs. The AME Church's publishing house in
Philadelphia, COGIC's publishing board in Memphis, and similar
enterprises in other denominations produced materials that shaped

worship, teaching, and denominational identity.
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Publishing required capital investment, technical expertise, editorial
judgment, and business management. Bishops who successfully

developed publishing operations provided their denominations with
crucial tools for ministry and created employment opportunities for
Black workers at a time when economic opportunities were severely

limited.

Denominational periodicals—papers and magazines edited under
episcopal oversight—served multiple functions. They communicated
news and information across far-flung churches, published theological
and practical articles for ministers and members, advocated for social
causes, defended the denomination against critics, and maintained
connection and identity. The Christian Recorder (AME), the Star of Zion
(AME Zion), the Christian Index (CME), and the Whole Truth (COGIC) all

played important roles in denominational life under episcopal

guidance.
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Mission Organizations: Bishops organized and led domestic and
foreign mission efforts, appointing missionaries, raising funds for
mission work, and maintaining connection with mission churches and
fields. Black denominations established significant mission presence
in Africa, the Caribbean, Central and South America, and other regions,
often motivated by desire to carry the gospel to Africa and to build

connections with people of African descent worldwide.

Mission work required vision, organization, and sustained commitment
of resources. Bishops who successfully developed mission programs
extended their denominations' reach, provided opportunities for
committed believers to serve in pioneering roles, and demonstrated
that Black churches were not merely recipients of missions but could

themselves engage in missionary enterprise.

Benevolent Societies and Social Services: Under episcopal leadership,
denominations established mutual aid societies, orphanages, homes
for the elderly, relief funds for ministers' widows, and other benevolent
enterprises. These addressed real needs in Black communities where

government and private social services were either non-existent or

segregated and inadequate.
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Bishops coordinated fundraising for these benevolent causes,
appointed directors and trustees for benevolent institutions, and
advocated for their support among churches and members. The
existence of these church-run social services demonstrated concern
for comprehensive human welfare and provided practical assistance to

people in need.

Community Advocacy: Bishops as Public Leaders

Black bishops inevitably became public figures whose influence
extended beyond church walls into broader community and societal

concerns:

Racial Justice Advocacy: From the earliest days of Black
denominational independence, bishops spoke out against slavery,
discrimination, disenfranchisement, violence, and other manifestations
of racism. Their advocacy took various forms depending on historical
context and individual temperament—some were confrontational and
militant, others more diplomatic and accommodating—but virtually all

used their episcopal platforms to address racial injustice in some

fashion.
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Bishop Henry McNeal Turner was perhaps the most militant,
advocating emigration to Africa and declaring that Black people owed
no loyalty to America. Bishop Reverdy Ransom championed social
gospel activism and labor rights. Bishop Ida B. Wells-Barnett (though
not formally a bishop, she exercised comparable public leadership)
fought lynching and mob violence. During the Civil Rights Movement,
some bishops actively supported the movement while others
maintained more cautious stances, but all had to address the

tumultuous racial conflicts of that era.

Episcopal advocacy for racial justice carried weight because bishops
spoke not merely as individuals but as leaders of substantial
institutions representing thousands or millions of believers. When a
bishop condemned racism or called for change, he spoke with the
authority of his office and the backing of his denomination. This gave
Black bishops leverage and visibility that individual ministers or

laypersons could not command.
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Political Engagement: Black bishops engaged with political systems
and leaders, sometimes running for office themselves, more often
lobbying elected officials, mobilizing voters, or using their influence to
advance political causes benefiting Black communities. During
Reconstruction, several AME bishops were actively involved in
Republican Party politics and Black political organizing in the South.
Later generations of bishops would engage with both Democratic and
Republican politicians, seeking to leverage political power for

community benefit.

Political engagement was always complicated and sometimes
controversial. Bishops had to navigate denominational expectations of
political neutrality (as tax-exempt religious organizations) while
recognizing that issues affecting their communities required political
action. They had to maintain credibility with diverse constituencies—
some politically engaged, others skeptical of church involvement in
politics—while using their platforms for advocacy. They had to work

with political leaders without being co-opted or becoming mere tools

of political parties.
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Effective bishops managed these tensions, engaging politically while
maintaining religious integrity. They mobilized voters without explicitly
endorsing candidates, advocated for policies without becoming
partisan operatives, and used political connections to serve their

communities without compromising prophetic witness.

Economic Development: Bishops promoted economic advancement
through multiple strategies: encouraging business development among
church members, establishing church-sponsored economic
cooperatives, using denominational purchasing power strategically,
advocating for fair employment practices, and teaching financial

stewardship and wealth-building.

Some bishops were themselves successful businessmen who modeled
economic achievement. They understood that economic power was
necessary for genuine freedom and that churches could play roles in
promoting economic development. They encouraged members to
support Black-owned businesses, taught financial literacy, promoted

savings and investment, and worked to create economic opportunities

in communities systematically denied access to capital and markets.
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Education Advocacy: Beyond establishing denominational schools,
bishops advocated broadly for Black education—lobbying for public
school funding in Black communities, supporting legislation for
educational opportunity, encouraging members to prioritize education
for their children, and defending the value of education against those

who argued that Black people needed only minimal schooling.

In eras when Black children attended grossly inferior segregated
schools, when literacy was actively discouraged under slavery, when
educational opportunity was systematically denied, bishops' advocacy
for education was crucial. Their persistent message that education

was essential for individual and collective advancement helped create

a culture of educational aspiration in Black communities.
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Moral and Social Leadership: Bishops addressed not only explicitly
political issues but broader questions of morality, family life,
community standards, and social behavior. They spoke against
domestic violence, substance abuse, promiscuity, gambling, and other
destructive behaviors. They promoted marriage, family stability,
personal responsibility, and community solidarity. They worked to
maintain moral standards in communities facing enormous pressures

and challenges.

This moral leadership sometimes brought criticism—from those who
saw it as moralistic or judgmental, from those who believed bishops
should focus on spiritual matters rather than social behavior, or from
those who chafed under specific standards bishops promoted. But
most bishops understood that spiritual leadership necessarily involved
addressing how people lived, that churches had responsibility to
promote healthy communities, and that moral teaching was part of

their pastoral calling.

Symbolic Representation: Embodying Black Achievement
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Beyond their functional roles, Black bishops performed crucial

symbolic work simply through who they were and the offices they held:

Visible Achievement: In societies that consistently depicted Black
people as inferior, incapable, and fit only for subordinate positions, the
existence of Black bishops—men holding the highest religious offices,
exercising authority over substantial institutions, commanding respect
from both Black and white observers—provided powerful counter-
testimony. Every time a Black bishop presided at a conference,
delivered a major address, negotiated with civic leaders, or was
photographed in his episcopal robes, he demonstrated Black capability

and achievement.

This symbolic function was not incidental but central to episcopal
significance. Young Black people growing up seeing bishops who
looked like them internalized very different messages about Black
potential than they received from the racist broader society. The bishop
in his robes, speaking with authority, making decisions affecting
thousands of people, was living proof that the lies of white supremacy

were indeed lies.
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Institutional Legitimacy: The existence of bishops demonstrated that
Black churches were serious, legitimate, well-organized institutions
deserving respect. In a society that often dismissed Black religious life
as emotional excess lacking substance, bishops provided evidence of
institutional sophistication, organizational capacity, and historical
continuity. They connected their denominations to ancient Christian
traditions of episcopal leadership and to contemporary religious

institutions worldwide.

Dignified Leadership: The bearing, dress, and conduct of bishops
modeled dignified leadership. Bishops wore distinctive robes and
carried symbols of their office. They conducted themselves with
decorum, spoke with authority, and insisted on being addressed with
proper respect. This dignified bearing was not vanity but resistance—a

refusal to accept the diminishment that racist society sought to

impose.
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For congregations and communities constantly treated with disrespect
by the broader society, seeing their bishops conduct themselves with
dignity and command respect was meaningful. It provided models of
how Black people could carry themselves, insisted that Black leaders
deserved honor, and created spaces where dignity was expected and

provided.

Generational Connection: Bishops embodied connection between past
and present, between founding generations and current communities.
They told stories of denominational founders, maintained traditions
passed down across generations, and linked contemporary believers to
their heritage. This generational connection was important for

communities whose history had been systematically suppressed or

distorted.
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Bishops who had themselves known earlier generations of leaders
could testify firsthand to that history. They consecrated new bishops
through laying on of hands, physically connecting new leaders to the
succession of bishops stretching back to founders like Richard Allen or
Charles Mason. This tangible connection to the past anchored
communities in their history and provided confidence that what had

been built across generations would continue into the future.
Leadership Cultivation: Raising Up the Next Generation

Effective bishops understood that their success would ultimately be
measured not by their personal achievements but by how well they

prepared successors and developed leadership for the future:

Mentoring Young Ministers: Bishops identified promising young
ministers and intentionally mentored them—teaching, correcting,
encouraging, challenging, and providing opportunities for development.
This mentoring might be formal (through ministerial training programs)
or informal (through personal relationships), but it was essential for

ensuring capable leadership in coming generations.
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Bishops who took mentoring seriously produced generations of leaders
who perpetuated their best qualities while developing their own gifts.
Bishops who failed to mentor left their denominations vulnerable to
leadership gaps and quality declines when they passed from the

scene.

Strategic Appointments for Development: The appointment system
could be used developmentally—placing young ministers in positions
where they could learn and grow, giving them increasing responsibility
as they demonstrated capability, and providing the support and

oversight needed for success. Wise bishops used appointments not

merely to fill pulpits but to develop ministerial gifts.
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A young minister might be appointed first to a small rural church where
mistakes would have limited consequences and faithful service would
build character and skill. If successful there, he might be appointed to
a larger town church with more complexity and responsibility.
Eventually, proven gifts might lead to appointments to significant urban
churches or to leadership positions beyond the local church. This
progression allowed for development while also holding ministers
accountable—continued advancement required demonstrated

effectiveness.

Theological Education: Bishops who championed theological
education and who required educational preparation for ordination
raised the overall quality of ministerial leadership. They worked to
establish seminaries and ministerial training programs, encouraged

ministers to pursue education, and modeled the integration of

intellectual rigor and spiritual vitality.
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Education was sometimes controversial—some argued that formal
education quenched spiritual fire or that academic training was
unnecessary for Spirit-filled ministry. Bishops had to navigate these
concerns while insisting that sound learning strengthened rather than
weakened ministry. Their advocacy for educated clergy slowly changed
denominational cultures and raised expectations for ministerial

preparation.

Broadening Leadership Beyond Bishops: Wise bishops recognized that
strong denominations required capable leadership at all levels, not just
in the episcopacy. They worked to develop strong district
superintendents, conference leaders, department heads, and local
church leaders. They created structures and opportunities for lay

leadership, particularly for women whose paths to ordained ministry

were blocked but whose gifts needed to be engaged.
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By distributing leadership responsibility and cultivating capability at
multiple levels, bishops strengthened entire denominations rather than
creating dependency on episcopal leadership alone. This broader
leadership development meant that denominational health did not
depend entirely on having exceptional bishops but could be sustained

by capable leadership throughout the system.

Modeling Integrity: Perhaps most importantly, bishops cultivated future
leadership through personal example—demonstrating the character,
commitment, wisdom, and spiritual depth they wanted to see in the
next generation. Young ministers watched how bishops handled power,
money, conflict, criticism, success, and failure. They observed whether
bishops practiced what they preached, whether they served or self-
aggrandized, whether they remained faithful through challenges or

compromised under pressure.

Bishops who modeled integrity inspired emulation and set high
standards. Those whose personal conduct contradicted their public
teaching undermined their mentoring and damaged the leadership
culture they might have built. The hidden curriculum of episcopal

modeling was at least as important as any formal instruction.
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The Integrated Whole: Episcopal Ministry as Comprehensive

Leadership

These six major functions—spiritual leadership, administrative
oversight, institutional development, community advocacy, symbolic
representation, and leadership cultivation—were not separate or
sequential but integrated and simultaneous. Effective bishops had to
excel across all these dimensions at once, and strength in some areas

could not fully compensate for weakness in others.

A bishop who was a powerful preacher but a poor administrator might
inspire congregations while failing to build stable institutions. One who
was administratively competent but spiritually shallow might manage
efficiently while failing to lead people into deeper relationship with
God. One who advocated powerfully for justice but neglected
mentoring would leave no successors to continue the work. One who
modeled personal integrity but avoided necessary conflicts might

preserve his own reputation while failing to address problems requiring

intervention.
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The most effective bishops in Black church history were those who
integrated these functions, who understood that episcopal ministry
was comprehensive leadership requiring multiple gifts operating
harmoniously. Richard Allen combined spiritual depth, administrative
ability, institutional vision, advocacy courage, symbolic presence, and
mentoring commitment. Charles Mason brought together powerful
preaching, organizational skill, prophetic vision, and the cultivation of

successors. The great bishops across generations were those who

fulfilled the office’'s comprehensive demands.
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As we turn now to examine the watershed period of the 1990s and the
Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship's innovative adaptation of
episcopal structures, we carry forward this understanding of what
bishops had historically done in Black churches. Paul Morton and
others who established new episcopal fellowships were not creating
something entirely new but adapting a proven model with deep roots
and demonstrated effectiveness. They built on more than a century of
Black episcopal leadership that had shown what bishops could be and
do when given opportunity to serve, when supported by capable
structures, and when committed to the comprehensive leadership their
communities needed. The functions historical Black bishops
performed established expectations and provided models that would

shape all subsequent developments in Black episcopal leadership.

Chapter 7: The Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship Revolution



Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

On a November evening in 1994, in New Orleans, Louisiana,
approximately three hundred Baptist pastors and church leaders
gathered for a meeting that would alter the landscape of African
American Christianity. They had come in response to an invitation from
Bishop Paul S. Morton, pastor of the Greater St. Stephen Full Gospel
Baptist Church, a thriving congregation that had grown to thousands of
members under his leadership. What brought these Baptist ministers
together was not a typical pastoral conference or revival meeting, but
something far more consequential: the founding of a new fellowship
that would introduce episcopal governance into Baptist tradition—a

revolutionary step that many would have considered theologically

impossible and organizationally unthinkable just a generation earlier.
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The Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship, established that night,
represented the most significant structural innovation in Black church
life since the founding of the Church of God in Christ nearly a century
before. It demonstrated that the episcopal model was not static or
limited to its historical expressions but could be adapted, reimagined,
and applied to new contexts. Most remarkably, it showed that even
Baptists—whose congregational polity and fierce independence were
foundational to their identity—could embrace episcopal structures
when those structures promised to address real needs and enhance

rather than diminish effective ministry.

The Baptist Tradition: Congregational Autonomy as Sacred Principle

To understand the revolutionary nature of what Paul Morton and his
colleagues accomplished, one must first understand the Baptist
tradition they were reshaping. Baptists had historically been among the
most fierce defenders of congregational autonomy and local church
independence. The very origins of the Baptist movement in the early
seventeenth century involved rejecting hierarchical church structures,

episcopal authority, and any form of governance that subordinated

local congregations to denominational control.
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For Baptists, each local church was understood as a complete
expression of the body of Christ, competent under Christ's lordship to
govern itself, call its own pastor, manage its own affairs, determine its
own doctrine and practice, and relate to other churches through
voluntary cooperation rather than hierarchical control. The idea of
bishops appointing pastors to churches, or of any external authority
directing local church decisions, was anathema to Baptist

ecclesiology.

This congregational polity was not merely organizational preference
but theological conviction grounded in Baptist interpretation of
Scripture and church history. Baptists pointed to New Testament
churches that appeared to govern themselves, to the dangers of
hierarchical corruption they saw in Catholic and Anglican structures,
and to the priesthood of all believers as theological warrant for
democratic church governance. Each believer, they argued, had direct
access to God through Christ without need for mediating hierarchies,

and each congregation could discern God's will through the Spirit's

guidance without requiring episcopal oversight.
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African American Baptist churches, which emerged both from white
Baptist missionary efforts and from independent organizing by
enslaved and free Black believers, inherited this congregational
tradition. The National Baptist Convention, formed in 1895 and
claiming millions of members, operated as a cooperative convention
rather than a hierarchical denomination. Local churches joined the
convention voluntarily, contributed to its missions and programs as
they chose, but maintained complete autonomy over their internal
affairs. Convention leadership could not appoint pastors, could not
dictate local church practices, and could not exercise discipline over

local congregations.

This congregational autonomy had both strengths and weaknesses for
Black Baptist churches. On the positive side, it meant that no external
authority could interfere with how Black churches operated, worship
practices they developed, or ministries they conducted. It allowed for
tremendous diversity and flexibility, with each church adapting to its
particular context. It prevented the concentration of power that could

become oppressive and protected local churches from denominational

overreach.
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However, congregational autonomy also created challenges. Churches
that struggled had no denominational structure obligated to assist
them. Pastors who were ineffective or abusive could remain in place as
long as they maintained congregational support, with no bishop able to
remove them for the good of the church. Ministers who were gifted but
served declining churches had no appointment system through which
they could be deployed to situations matching their abilities. There was
no guaranteed accountability beyond the local congregation, no

standard process for resolving disputes, and no mechanism for

strategic coordination across multiple churches.
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Moreover, by the late twentieth century, some Baptist pastors were
recognizing that the independence they cherished came with isolation
they increasingly found problematic. Success brought its own
challenges: large, growing churches needed networks of support,
resource-sharing, and mutual accountability that purely voluntary
associations struggled to provide. The changing landscape of
American Christianity—with megachurches, media ministries, complex
legal and financial issues, and expectations of professionalization—
created needs that traditional Baptist structures addressed

inadequately.

Paul Morton: The Unlikely Bishop

Paul Sylvester Morton was born in 1950 in Windsor, Ontario, Canada,
where his father, Bishop C.L. Morton, was pastoring at the time. The
Morton family was deeply rooted in Pentecostal Christianity—Bishop
C.L. Morton was a Church of God in Christ pastor, and young Paul grew
up immersed in Pentecostal worship, teaching, and church life. The

family eventually returned to New Orleans, where Paul Morton would

spend most of his ministerial career.
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Morton's early ministry was in the COGIC tradition. He understood
episcopal governance firsthand, having grown up under his father's
episcopal leadership and having witnessed how hishops functioned in
COGIC's hierarchical system. He knew the advantages of episcopal
oversight—the accountability, the strategic coordination, the support
systems, the connection across churches—as well as the potential

problems of concentrated authority.

However, Morton's ministerial path took an unexpected turn. In 1975,
he became pastor of Greater St. Stephen Baptist Church in New
Orleans, a small congregation struggling to survive. This move from
Pentecostal to Baptist ministry might have seemed merely a practical
decision—taking an available pastoral opportunity—but it would prove

pivotal not only for Morton's career but for the future of Black Baptist

life.
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Under Morton's leadership, Greater St. Stephen grew dramatically. His
preaching combined Pentecostal fervor with Baptist substance, his
worship leadership incorporated contemporary gospel music with
traditional Baptist hymnody, and his vision for church ministry was
comprehensive—addressing not only spiritual needs but also
educational, economic, and social concerns in the surrounding
community. The church name was eventually changed to Greater St.
Stephen Full Gospel Baptist Church, the "Full Gospel" designation
reflecting Morton's Pentecostal heritage and his conviction that the
church should embrace the full work of the Holy Spirit while remaining

Baptist in polity and identity.

By the early 1990s, Greater St. Stephen had grown to several thousand
members and had become one of the most influential churches in New
Orleans. Morton's reputation extended far beyond his local
congregation—he was a sought-after preacher at conferences and
conventions, his music ministry produced nationally-recognized gospel

recordings, and other pastors looked to him for leadership and

guidance.
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Morton's success created a platform, but it was his vision that would
transform that platform into a movement. As he related to other
Baptist pastors, particularly those leading growing, contemporary
churches that were incorporating charismatic worship elements, he
recognized common challenges and shared needs. These pastors
wanted to maintain Baptist identity while embracing
Pentecostal/charismatic spirituality. They wanted to preserve
congregational autonomy while gaining benefits of structured
connection. They wanted to avoid dead formalism while not
descending into disorder. And increasingly, they wanted something
that traditional Baptist polity did not provide: accountable, structured

leadership at a level beyond the local church.

The Crisis in the National Baptist Convention
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The immediate catalyst for the Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship's
founding came from tensions within the National Baptist Convention,
USA, Inc., the largest Black Baptist body. The National Baptist
Convention had for decades been the primary institutional home for
African American Baptist churches, providing a sense of connection,
supporting missionary work, publishing religious materials, and serving

as a political and social force in Black community life.

However, by the 1990s, the National Baptist Convention was
experiencing significant internal conflicts. Leadership disputes,
financial controversies, disagreements over direction and priorities,
and generational tensions between older, established leaders and
younger pastors seeking change all created an atmosphere of
dysfunction and dissatisfaction. Some of these conflicts were
personal; others reflected genuine disagreements about vision and
strategy. But the cumulative effect was that many pastors, particularly

younger leaders of growing churches, felt frustrated with the

convention's limitations and conflicts.
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Paul Morton and others were not necessarily seeking to leave the
National Baptist Convention or to create schism. Rather, they were
seeking structures that would better serve the kind of ministries they
were developing—churches that were Baptist in heritage but
Pentecostal/charismatic in worship, that were maintaining some
traditional elements while embracing contemporary innovations, that
were growing rapidly and facing challenges that traditional Baptist

connections addressed inadequately.

The specific tensions that precipitated Morton's decision to establish a
new fellowship involved questions about worship style, the role of the
Holy Spirit, openness to charismatic gifts, contemporary music, and
the overall theological and practical direction of Black Baptist life.
Some established leaders in the National Baptist Convention viewed
charismatic expressions with suspicion, seeing them as importing
Pentecostal practices that were foreign to Baptist tradition. They

worried about emotionalism, doctrinal drift, or loss of Baptist

distinctives.
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Morton and like-minded pastors believed that the Baptist tradition was
broad enough to embrace charismatic spirituality, that there was no
inherent conflict between Baptist polity and Pentecostal worship, and
that churches could be genuinely Baptist while incorporating elements
from other streams of Christianity. They wanted a fellowship that

would support rather than question this integrative approach.

The Founding: November 1994

The organizational meeting in New Orleans in November 1994 brought
together approximately three hundred pastors and church leaders who
shared Morton's vision. The gathering was electric with possibility and
anticipation. These were not struggling ministers of declining churches
seeking life support, but primarily leaders of vital, growing

congregations who wanted structures that would enhance rather than

constrain their ministries.
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The meeting addressed several fundamental questions: What would
this new fellowship be called? What would its theological emphases
be? What organizational structure would it adopt? How would it relate
to existing Baptist bodies? And most controversially—would it have

bishops?

The name chosen—Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship—was
carefully crafted to communicate multiple messages. "Full Gospel"
indicated embrace of the complete work of the Holy Spirit, including
charismatic gifts, without explicitly using "Pentecostal” or
"charismatic" labels that might be divisive. "Baptist" maintained clear
connection to Baptist heritage and identity. "Church Fellowship" rather
than "Convention" or "Denomination” suggested something newer,

more flexible, and perhaps less hierarchical than traditional

denominational structures.
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The theological stance was articulated in founding documents that
affirmed Baptist distinctives—believer's baptism by immersion,
congregational governance, the autonomy of local churches, soul
liberty, and the authority of Scripture—while also embracing what were
essentially Pentecostal/charismatic emphases: the contemporary work
of the Holy Spirit, the availability of spiritual gifts including tongues,
healing, and prophecy, and the importance of Spirit-empowered

worship and ministry.

But the most radical and controversial decision concerned governance
structure. Morton proposed, and the gathering agreed, that the Full
Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship would be episcopal in structure, with

bishops exercising oversight and leadership. This was the

revolutionary moment—Baptists choosing bishops.
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The decision was not made casually or without awareness of its
significance. Morton and other leaders carefully explained the
rationale: bishops would provide accountability, oversight, and spiritual
covering that isolated pastors needed. Episcopal structure would
facilitate networking, resource-sharing, and mutual support more
effectively than purely voluntary cooperation. Bishops could help
resolve conflicts, provide counsel in difficult situations, and offer the
benefit of experience to younger or less experienced pastors. The
episcopal model had proven effective in Black Methodist and

Pentecostal churches for generations; why shouldn't Baptists benefit

from similar structures?
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Importantly, the Full Gospel Baptist Fellowship's episcopacy would be
adapted to Baptist sensibilities. Bishops would not appoint pastors to
churches—congregational calling of pastors would be preserved.
Bishops would not control local church property or finances—local
church autonomy would be maintained. Bishops would not dictate
doctrine or practice to local churches—Baptist freedom would be
protected. Rather, bishops would provide oversight to pastors, offer
guidance and support, coordinate fellowship activities, represent the
fellowship publicly, and exercise the kind of spiritual authority that
came through relationship and respect rather than mere positional

authority.

Paul Morton was elected and consecrated as the first presiding bishop
of the Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship. Other bishops were also
elected to serve with him, creating an episcopal college that would
share leadership responsibilities. The choice of "presiding bishop"
rather than simply "bishop" followed the COGIC model and indicated
that Morton would exercise general oversight while other bishops

would have specific responsibilities.

The First Five Years: Rapid Growth and Structural Development
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The period from 1994 to 1999 was characterized by extraordinary
growth and intensive organizational development. The Full Gospel
Baptist Church Fellowship grew from the three hundred founding
participants to thousands of affiliated ministers and churches within
just a few years. This rapid expansion demonstrated that Morton's
vision resonated widely and that many Baptist pastors had been

waiting for exactly this kind of fellowship.

Worship and Ministry Style: The fellowship became known for
energetic, contemporary worship that combined Baptist preaching
tradition with Pentecostal/charismatic worship expressions. Services
included extended praise and worship led by skilled musicians, room
for spontaneous prophetic utterances and spiritual gifts, passionate
preaching emphasizing both salvation and Spirit-empowerment, and
altar calls that invited people not only to conversion but also to Holy

Spirit baptism and healing.
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This worship style attracted many, particularly younger African
Americans and those who had been dissatisfied with more staid
worship in traditional Baptist churches. Critics complained of
emotionalism or entertainment orientation, but participants
experienced the worship as genuine, powerful, and spiritually

transformative.

Music Ministry: The Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship made
significant impact on gospel music. Paul Morton himself was an
accomplished musician and songwriter, and many fellowship churches
developed strong music ministries. The fellowship's annual
conferences featured prominent gospel artists and became showcases
for new music. Fellowship churches produced recordings that gained
national distribution, and the distinctive Full Gospel Baptist sound—

combining traditional gospel with contemporary influences—became

recognizable and influential.
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Conferences and Gatherings: The fellowship held annual conferences
that served multiple functions: worship and revival, business sessions,
networking opportunities, leadership training, and celebration of
fellowship identity and growth. These conferences drew thousands of
participants and became important events in the Black church
calendar. Bishop Morton and other fellowship bishops presided over

these gatherings, providing teaching, inspiration, and direction.

Episcopal Consecrations: As the fellowship grew, additional bishops
were consecrated to provide oversight for different regions and
functions. These consecration services were solemn and significant,
incorporating elements from multiple traditions—Baptist, Pentecostal,
and traditional episcopal ceremonial. Hands were laid on new bishops,
prayers of commissioning were offered, and charges were given about
the responsibilities of episcopal office. These services both claimed

continuity with ancient Christian traditions of episcopal succession

and created a distinctive Full Gospel Baptist episcopal identity.
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Structural Development: The fellowship developed organizational
structures necessary for a growing movement—articles of
incorporation, bylaws, financial systems, credentialing processes for
ministers, standards for church affiliation, and mechanisms for
resolving disputes. While maintaining the commitment to local church
autonomy, these structures provided the institutional framework for

sustainable operations.

Educational Initiatives: Recognizing that effective ministry required
training, the fellowship developed educational programs for ministers.
Leadership conferences, ministerial institutes, and eventually more
formal theological education partnerships equipped pastors and
church leaders with skills for contemporary ministry. The fellowship's
emphasis on "full gospel" required theological education that

addressed both traditional Baptist doctrine and

Pentecostal/charismatic theology and practice.
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Media Presence: The fellowship leveraged media effectively from its
beginning. Paul Morton's church services were televised, fellowship
conferences were broadcast, and promotional materials showcased
the fellowship's vitality and growth. This media presence helped attract

new affiliates and raised the fellowship's profile nationally.

Why Baptists Embraced Bishops: Theological and Practical

Justifications

The theological justification for Baptist episcopacy required
addressing centuries of Baptist resistance to hierarchical structures.

Full Gospel Baptist leaders offered several arguments:

Biblical Precedent: While acknowledging that the New Testament
church structure is not entirely clear, fellowship leaders pointed to
biblical references to bishops (overseers) and argued that episcopal
office had biblical warrant. They distinguished between the oppressive
hierarchies that early Baptists rejected and the servant leadership

model they were implementing.
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Church History: They noted that episcopal structures had served the
church for most of Christian history and that many effective churches
and movements had utilized episcopal governance. The question was
not whether episcopacy was legitimate but how it should be adapted to

Baptist convictions and contexts.

Black Church Success: They pointed to the success of Black Methodist
and Pentecostal episcopal churches as evidence that episcopal
structures served Black churches effectively. If AME, AME Zion, CME,
and COGIC had thrived under episcopal leadership, why shouldn't

Baptists benefit from similar structures?

Contemporary Needs: They argued that contemporary ministry
presented challenges that traditional Baptist polity addressed
inadequately—the complexity of large church management, the need
for accountability, the importance of networking and resource-sharing,
the value of experienced oversight for younger or struggling pastors.

Episcopal structures addressed these real needs.
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Freedom Within Structure: They maintained that structure and freedom
were not contradictory but complementary. Properly designed
episcopal structures could enhance rather than constrain ministry by
providing support, accountability, and coordination that empowered

effective service.

The Anointing and the Office: Drawing on Pentecostal/charismatic
theology, they argued that bishops were not merely administrative
officials but anointed leaders called by God to specific oversight
ministry. The office of bishop was a spiritual calling, not merely an
organizational position, and those called to it exercised spiritual
authority grounded in divine appointment rather than merely human

election.

The practical justifications were equally important:

Accountability: Pastors needed accountability beyond their local
congregations—someone who could speak truth to them, challenge

them, support them in crisis, and provide oversight that reduced

likelihood of moral failure or ministerial burnout.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

Strategic Coordination: Multiple churches working together under
episcopal coordination could accomplish more than isolated
congregations—in missions, community development, political

advocacy, educational initiatives, and resource deployment.

Conflict Resolution: When churches experienced conflict, having a
bishop who could intervene, mediate, and help resolve disputes
prevented destructive splits and protected both congregations and

pastors.

Resource Sharing: Episcopal structures facilitated resource sharing
from stronger to weaker churches, from larger to smaller
congregations, ensuring that all churches benefited from the

fellowship's collective strength.

Ministerial Development: Bishops could identify promising young
ministers, mentor them, create pathways for development, and deploy

them strategically—functions that voluntary associations struggled to

perform effectively.
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Institutional Legitimacy: Having bishops and episcopal structures gave
the fellowship institutional credibility, facilitated relationships with
other denominations and with civic authorities, and signaled that this
was a serious, well-organized movement rather than a loose

association.

The Response: Enthusiasm and Criticism

The Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship's formation generated both
enthusiasm and criticism. Supporters saw it as a breakthrough, a
creative adaptation that combined the best of multiple traditions while
addressing contemporary needs. The fellowship's rapid growth

demonstrated that many shared this positive assessment.

However, critics raised several concerns:
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Departure from Baptist Heritage: Some traditional Baptists argued that
adopting episcopal structures betrayed fundamental Baptist principles,
particularly the autonomy of local churches and congregational
governance. They worried that calling leaders "bishops" and creating
hierarchical structures undermined what Baptists had historically

stood for.

Pentecostal Takeover: Some viewed the Full Gospel Baptist Fellowship
as essentially a Pentecostal takeover of Baptist churches—Pentecostal
worship, Pentecostal theology, Pentecostal structures, with only
superficial Baptist identity remaining. They feared loss of Baptist

distinctives in favor of charismatic emphases.

Personality-Driven Movement: Critics suggested that the fellowship
was built around Paul Morton's personality and gifts rather than around
sustainable structures, and they questioned what would happen when

Morton was no longer leading. They saw potential for the movement to

fragment or fade when its founding leader passed from the scene.
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Financial Concerns: Some raised questions about financial
arrangements, how resources would be managed, whether bishops
might enrich themselves through their positions, and whether adequate

accountability existed for denominational finances.

Accountability Questions: While fellowship leaders emphasized
accountability as a benefit of episcopal structures, critics questioned
whether real accountability existed or whether bishops might exercise
authority without sufficient checks and balances, potentially becoming

autocratic.

Relationship to National Baptist Convention: Some worried that the Full
Gospel Baptist Fellowship's formation would weaken the National
Baptist Convention by drawing away some of its strongest churches
and leaders, fragmenting Black Baptist unity at a time when collective

strength was needed.

These criticisms were not entirely without merit, and fellowship leaders
had to address them while continuing to build and expand the

movement. Some concerns would prove prescient; others would be

answered by the fellowship's actual development over time.
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The Revolution's Significance: A New Model Emerges

Despite criticisms, the Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship's
founding represented a genuine revolution in Black church life. Several

aspects of its significance deserve emphasis:

Theological Integration: The fellowship demonstrated that churches
could integrate insights and practices from multiple traditions without
losing essential identity. Baptist and Pentecostal, traditional and
contemporary, autonomous and connected, structured and
spontaneous—these apparent contradictions could be held together

creatively.

Episcopal Flexibility: The fellowship showed that episcopal structures
were not rigid or singular but could be adapted to different theological
contexts and practical needs. Baptists could have bishops without

surrendering Baptist distinctives, provided episcopal authority was

properly understood and structured.
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Contemporary Relevance: The fellowship's rapid growth demonstrated
that many churches and pastors were seeking exactly what it offered—
a structured network combining spiritual vitality, practical support, and
institutional credibility. The fellowship addressed real felt needs, not

merely theoretical possibilities.

Worship Innovation: The fellowship legitimized and promoted worship
styles that many Black churches had been moving toward but that
lacked institutional support or recognition. By embracing
contemporary gospel music, charismatic expression, and multimedia
ministry within a structured fellowship, it validated innovations that

some had questioned.

Leadership Development: The fellowship created new pathways for
leadership development and recognition. Pastors who might not have
had opportunities for broader leadership in traditional Baptist
conventions could become bishops in the Full Gospel Baptist

Fellowship, multiplying leadership positions and creating incentives for

excellence.
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Cultural Resonance: The fellowship resonated with African American
cultural values and expressions in ways that some traditional
structures did not. Its worship style, its music, its preaching, its
episcopal dignity combined with relational warmth—all connected with

Black cultural preferences and contemporary sensibilities.
Looking Ahead: The Foundation Laid

By 1999, five years after its founding, the Full Gospel Baptist Church
Fellowship had established itself as a significant presence in Black
church life. It had grown to include thousands of ministers and
churches, had developed functioning organizational structures, had
created a distinctive worship and ministry culture, and had
demonstrated that Baptist episcopacy could work. Paul Morton's
leadership as presiding bishop had been crucial to this early success,
and the fellowship had attracted capable leaders who would sustain

and expand the movement.
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The Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship would continue to grow in
subsequent decades, would establish international presence, would
produce multiple generations of bishops and leaders, and would
influence Black church life far beyond its direct membership. Its model
would inspire other fellowships and associations that adopted similar
structures. Its integration of Baptist and Pentecostal/charismatic

elements would become increasingly common in Black churches.

Most significantly, the Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship's founding
in 1994 marked the beginning of a new wave of episcopal development
in Black Christianity—a wave characterized by flexibility, creativity, and
multiplication of episcopal structures outside traditional
denominations. This wave would dramatically increase the visibility
and number of Black bishops, creating the perception of a surge in

Black episcopacy that would characterize the late twentieth and early

twenty-first centuries.
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As we turn next to examine other independent episcopal movements
that followed or paralleled the Full Gospel Baptist model, we recognize
1994 as a watershed year—the moment when Black episcopacy broke
free from its traditional denominational moorings and became
available to any church or group of churches that saw value in
structured episcopal oversight. Paul Morton's revolutionary act of
bringing bishops to Baptists opened possibilities that would reshape
the landscape of African American Christianity and create the
contemporary proliferation of Black episcopal leadership that now

marks the American religious scene.

Chapter 8: Why Baptists Embraced Bishops
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The Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship's founding in 1994 posed a
question that would have seemed absurd to earlier generations: Why
would Baptists—historically the most fiercely independent and anti-
hierarchical of Protestants—embrace episcopal structures? The
question becomes even more puzzling when one considers that the
movement was not composed of struggling churches desperately
seeking survival, but rather of vital, growing congregations led by
successful pastors. These were not people accepting bishops out of
weakness or necessity but out of conviction that episcopal structures

would enhance ministries that were already thriving.

Understanding why Baptists embraced bishops requires examining the
convergence of theological evolution, practical challenges, cultural
shifts, and the particular dynamics of late twentieth-century Black
church life. The answer is not simple or singular but involves multiple
factors that created an environment where Baptist episcopacy became
not only possible but attractive to thousands of ministers and

churches.

The Theological Shift: From Polity to Pneumatology
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Perhaps the most significant factor enabling Baptist acceptance of
bishops was a theological shift in what many Black Baptist churches
considered primary. Traditional Baptist identity had been organized
largely around polity—how churches were structured and governed.
Congregational autonomy, local church independence, and rejection of
hierarchical authority were not merely practical preferences but

theological convictions considered essential to Baptist identity.

However, by the late twentieth century, many Black Baptist churches—
particularly those influenced by the charismatic renewal—had
experienced a shift in theological priority. For these churches, the
primary question was no longer "How should churches be governed?"
but rather "How can we experience the fullness of the Holy Spirit?" The

emphasis moved from polity to pneumatology, from structure to Spirit,

from organizational principles to spiritual power.
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This shift did not mean that polity became irrelevant, but it did mean
that polity became negotiable in ways it had not been previously. If a
particular structure—even an episcopal structure traditionally rejected
by Baptists—could facilitate Spirit-filled ministry, vital worship, and
effective evangelism, then perhaps that structure should be embraced

regardless of its departure from Baptist tradition.

Paul Morton and other Full Gospel Baptist leaders articulated this
theological reorientation explicitly. They argued that the Baptist
tradition had become too focused on defending particular
organizational structures and too little focused on experiencing God's
power. They pointed to the vitality of Pentecostal churches with their
episcopal structures and asked why Baptists should reject structures

that had proven effective for Spirit-empowered ministry simply

because of historical Baptist resistance to hierarchy.
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This pneumatological emphasis resonated with a broader charismatic
movement that had been influencing Black churches since the 1960s
and 1970s. Charismatic renewal brought Pentecostal worship styles,
emphasis on spiritual gifts, and expectations of supernatural
manifestations into churches across denominational lines. For
Baptists touched by this renewal, the question became: What
structures will best facilitate what the Spirit is doing? If the answer
was episcopal structures, then Baptist polity would need to be

reconsidered.

The theological shift also involved a different understanding of
authority. Traditional Baptist polity located authority in the local
congregation—the gathered believers under Christ's lordship making
decisions collectively. Charismatic theology emphasized spiritual
authority—the anointing, the gifting, the calling that God placed on
individuals to lead. If God had called and anointed certain leaders as

bishops to provide oversight and direction, then resisting that calling

because of Baptist tradition might actually be resisting God.
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This charismatic understanding of authority made episcopal office
theologically palatable for Baptists in ways it had not been previously.
Bishops were not bureaucratic officials imposing external control but
anointed leaders called by God to provide spiritual covering and
guidance. The office derived its legitimacy not primarily from
institutional position but from divine calling and spiritual gifting. This
theological framework made bishops acceptable even to
congregations committed to resisting human hierarchies because the
bishop's authority was understood as ultimately spiritual rather than

institutional.

The Megachurch Factor: New Challenges Requiring New Structures

The emergence of megachurches in Black communities created
practical challenges that traditional Baptist structures addressed
inadequately. By the 1980s and 1990s, a growing number of Black
Baptist churches had reached thousands or tens of thousands of
members, managing multi-million-dollar budgets, employing dozens or
hundreds of staff, operating complex programs, and navigating legal,

financial, and organizational issues that small congregations never

faced.
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The pastors of these megachurches, including Paul Morton at Greater
St. Stephen, discovered that success created its own problems. The
larger the church, the more complex the management, the more
potential for things to go wrong, the more scrutiny from media and
regulators, and the more need for sophisticated organizational
structures and skilled leadership. Leading a megachurch was less like
traditional pastoring and more like running a corporation, a nonprofit
organization, and a social services agency simultaneously—all while

maintaining spiritual vitality and pastoral care.

These megachurch pastors recognized several needs that episcopal

structures could address:
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Accountability: The larger and more successful a pastor became, the
greater the temptation to moral failure, financial impropriety, or
authoritarian abuse. The history of megachurch scandals—fallen
pastors, financial corruption, sexual misconduct—demonstrated that
success without accountability was dangerous. Traditional Baptist
polity provided accountability through congregational governance, but
when a popular, successful pastor controlled the congregation through
personal charisma and had built the church through his own efforts,

congregational accountability could be weak or non-existent.

Episcopal oversight offered a different model of accountability. A
bishop outside the local congregation, not dependent on that
congregation for position or income, could speak truth to a successful
pastor, challenge concerning behaviors, require transparency, and if
necessary exercise discipline. The megachurch pastor who submitted

to episcopal oversight gained protection against his own weaknesses

and a check on potential corruption that success might bring.
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Peer Support: Leading a megachurch could be isolating. Few people
understood the unique challenges, pressures, and opportunities that
came with leading thousands of people. Other pastors in the same city
might be competitors or might resent the megachurch's success.
Denominational leaders in traditional Baptist bodies might be

suspicious of megachurches or threatened by their influence.

Episcopal structures within the Full Gospel Baptist Fellowship created
networks of peer support—other megachurch pastors who understood
the challenges, who could provide counsel and encouragement, who
could share resources and insights, and who could offer friendship
without competition. The fellowship's annual gatherings became
crucial times for megachurch pastors to connect with peers, learn from

each other, and receive mutual support.

Succession Planning: Megachurches faced particularly acute
challenges around pastoral succession. When a church was built
largely around one pastor's gifts and personality, what happened when
that pastor retired, died, or moved? Many megachurches struggled with

succession, declining dramatically or splitting after a founding pastor's

departure.
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Episcopal structures offered resources for managing succession.
Bishops could provide guidance for succession planning, help identify
and develop potential successors, mediate between competing
candidates or factions, and provide oversight during vulnerable
transition periods. While not eliminating succession challenges,
episcopal involvement could increase the likelihood of successful

transitions.

Legal and Financial Complexity: Megachurches dealt with complex
legal and financial issues—real estate transactions, employment law,
tax regulations, risk management, intellectual property, contract
negotiations, and more. Bishops and fellowship structures could
provide access to legal and financial expertise, could help pastors
navigate complex situations, and could offer resources that individual

churches would struggle to access on their own.

Multi-Site Expansion: Many megachurches were expanding to multiple
sites, creating additional complexity in governance and oversight.
Episcopal structures adapted to multi-site realities more easily than

congregational polity, providing models for how to maintain unity while

expanding geographically.
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The megachurch phenomenon thus created a constituency of
successful pastors who recognized needs that traditional Baptist
structures did not address effectively and who were open to episcopal

alternatives that might better serve their situations.

The Isolation Problem: Independent Success Without Network Support

Related to but distinct from the megachurch factor was the broader
problem of pastoral isolation that affected churches of all sizes. While
Baptist congregational autonomy provided freedom, it also produced
isolation. Each church operated independently, each pastor worked
largely alone, and success or failure was individual rather than

collective.

This isolation had multiple negative consequences:

Ministerial Burnout: Pastors working without support systems, facing
challenges alone, having no one to turn to for counsel or
encouragement, experienced high rates of burnout and departure from

ministry. The isolation that autonomy created took a psychological and

spiritual toll.
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Reinventing Wheels: Each church addressing similar challenges
independently meant enormous duplication of effort. One church
would struggle to develop an effective youth program while another
church across town had already developed one but had no mechanism
for sharing resources. Isolation prevented learning from others'

successes and failures.

Vulnerability to Failure: When pastors faced moral temptation, financial
difficulty, family crisis, or other challenges, having no one to turn to for
help increased vulnerability to catastrophic failure. The pastor who had
no bishop to call, no peer network to support him, no structure beyond

his local congregation faced challenges alone with predictable results.

Limited Resources: Small and medium-sized churches had limited
resources for ministry—limited budgets, limited expertise, limited

access to training and development. Isolation meant they could not

pool resources, share expertise, or support each other's ministries.
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No Career Path: For Baptist ministers, there was no clear career path
or progression. A pastor might serve the same small church for
decades with no pathway to larger responsibility, no recognition of
growing gifts, no opportunity for advancement. This could lead to
frustration, stagnation, and loss of gifted ministers who left for

denominations that provided clearer leadership pathways.

Episcopal structures addressed these isolation problems by creating
connection. Bishops provided pastors with someone to call when
facing challenges, someone who knew them and their situations,
someone who could offer counsel, resources, and support. Fellowship
structures created networks through which churches could share
resources, learn from each other, and support collective ministries.
Episcopal oversight provided accountability that reduced vulnerability
to catastrophic failure. And the episcopal system created leadership
pathways—a minister could progress from pastoring a small church to
a larger church, could be recognized through episcopal appointment to

denominational roles, could eventually be consecrated as a bishop,

providing career development that traditional Baptist structures lacked.
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For many pastors, the promise of connection over isolation, of support
over independence, of structured relationships over autonomous
individualism was compelling enough to reconsider Baptist rejection of

episcopal structures.

Cultural Shifts: Changing Expectations of Authority and Leadership

The late twentieth century saw significant cultural shifts in how African
Americans related to authority and leadership, shifts that made

episcopal structures more attractive than they had been in earlier eras.

From Protest to Affirmation: The Civil Rights Movement had been
organized largely around protest—challenging illegitimate authority,
resisting oppressive structures, demanding rights unjustly denied. This
protest orientation naturally aligned with Baptist congregational
polity's resistance to hierarchy and emphasis on local autonomy.

Churches that were centers of civil rights organizing valued their

independence from external control.
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However, by the 1990s, the primary cultural mode had shifted from
protest to affirmation—not because injustice had been eliminated but
because the immediate focus had moved from challenging oppressive
authority to building effective institutions. The question was less "How
do we resist illegitimate power?" and more "How do we build strong
organizations that will serve our communities effectively?" This shift in
cultural orientation made hierarchical, episcopal structures more
attractive because they promised institutional strength and

effectiveness.

Professional Management Culture: The broader American culture had
become increasingly focused on professional management,
organizational effectiveness, and structured leadership. Business
schools, management consultants, and leadership development

programs proliferated. The culture valued expertise, credentials,

strategic planning, and measurable outcomes.
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This professional management culture influenced churches. Pastors
attended leadership conferences that taught corporate management
principles, read books about effective leadership, and aspired to build
well-organized, efficiently-run ministries. Episcopal structures, with
their clear lines of authority, systematic oversight, and organizational
sophistication, aligned with this professional management orientation
in ways that Baptist congregational polity's messier democratic

processes did not.

Media and Celebrity: The growth of religious media—television, radio,
and eventually internet—created celebrity pastors whose influence
extended far beyond their local congregations. These media-prominent
pastors needed structures that could support and manage their
expanded influence. Episcopal titles and structures provided
frameworks for celebrity pastors to exercise leadership beyond their

local churches while maintaining accountability and connection to

broader church bodies.
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Expectation of Services: Younger generations of Black Christians had
different expectations than their parents and grandparents about what
churches should provide. They expected professional-quality music,
multimedia presentations, comprehensive programs for children and
youth, counseling services, financial education, and other ministries
that required sophisticated organization and significant resources.
Meeting these expectations required institutional capacity that
episcopal structures could facilitate more effectively than purely

congregational governance.

Dignity and Respectability: For African Americans who had been
systematically denied dignity and respect in the broader society, the
ceremonial aspects of episcopal structures—robes, titles, formal
consecrations, solemn procedures—provided important affirmation.
The bishop in full regalia, conducting services with dignity and
formality, commanded respect and modeled a Black excellence that
many found meaningful. This was not merely vanity but a legitimate
desire for recognition and honor that society too often denied Black

people.

The Full Gospel Integration: Baptists Seeking Pentecostal Blessing
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Central to understanding why Baptists embraced bishops is
recognizing that many of these Baptists were seeking to integrate
Pentecostal spirituality into Baptist tradition. They wanted the
evangelical fervor, strong preaching, and doctrinal substance they
valued in Baptist heritage combined with the worship vitality, spiritual

gifts, and supernatural expectations they admired in Pentecostalism.

This integration faced obstacles in traditional Baptist structures. The
National Baptist Convention and other established Baptist bodies were
often suspicious of charismatic expressions, viewing them as
emotional excess, doctrinal error, or departure from Baptist identity.
Pastors who introduced tongues, prophecy, healing services, or

Pentecostal-style worship into their Baptist churches sometimes faced

criticism or opposition from denominational leaders.
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The Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship offered a solution: a
specifically Baptist structure that explicitly embraced Pentecostal
spirituality. By joining the fellowship, pastors could identify as Baptist
while freely incorporating charismatic elements without
denominational opposition. The fellowship's episcopal structure,
borrowed from Pentecostal denominations like COGIC, came as part of
the package—if you wanted the Pentecostal blessing, you accepted the

Pentecostal structures.

Moreover, there was theological logic to this connection. Pentecostal
denominations had demonstrated that episcopal structures could
coexist with spontaneous, Spirit-led worship. COGIC bishops presided
over services where people spoke in tongues, prophesied, and
experienced healing—the episcopal structure did not quench the Spirit

but rather provided order and oversight that enabled charismatic

worship to flourish without descending into chaos.
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If Baptists wanted to incorporate Pentecostal spirituality, adopting
Pentecostal structures made sense. The Full Gospel Baptist Fellowship
argued that you could not separate Pentecostal blessing from
Pentecostal order, that the spiritual vitality and the structural oversight
were connected, and that embracing one while rejecting the other was

inconsistent.

This argument proved persuasive for many Baptist pastors who had
experienced charismatic renewal and who recognized that traditional
Baptist polity provided no good framework for integrating what they
had experienced. Episcopal structures adapted from Pentecostal
denominations offered a proven model for how to maintain order while
embracing spontaneity, how to provide oversight while allowing
freedom, how to preserve doctrine while encouraging spiritual

experience.

Paul Morton's Leadership: The Credibility Factor
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The embrace of episcopal structures by Baptists was not merely
theoretical or institutional but was significantly influenced by Paul
Morton's personal credibility and leadership. Morton was not an
outsider trying to impose foreign structures but an insider who had
proven himself in Baptist ministry. He had grown a Baptist church from
near-death to thousands of members. He had demonstrated that his
ministry model worked, that his integration of Baptist and Pentecostal
elements was effective, and that his leadership was both visionary and

practical.

Morton's success gave him credibility that theoretical arguments alone
could not provide. When he argued for episcopal structures, he was not
promoting untested theories but describing structures that had
enabled his own successful ministry. When he advocated for Full

Gospel spirituality combined with episcopal oversight, he could point

to Greater St. Stephen as evidence that this combination worked.
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Moreover, Morton's personal character and humility made him
trustworthy. He did not come across as power-hungry or self-
aggrandizing. His elevation to presiding bishop seemed to be
recognition of existing leadership rather than a power grab. Other
pastors who knew him trusted his motives, believed in his vision, and
were willing to follow his lead even into territory that seemed foreign to

Baptist tradition.

Morton also surrounded himself with other credible leaders who had
demonstrated success in their own ministries. The initial fellowship
leadership was not composed of failed pastors seeking titles but of
successful ministers leading vital churches. This collective credibility
made the movement attractive—these were people worth following,

churches worth emulating, and if they believed episcopal structures

were valuable, perhaps they were right.
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The personal factor in organizational change should not be
underestimated. Structures that seem radical or problematic in the
abstract become acceptable when championed by trusted, successful
leaders who embody the values and virtues the community respects.
Morton provided this credibility, making episcopal structures
acceptable to Baptists who might have rejected the same structures

from different advocates.

The Fellowship Model: Episcopal Structure Without Denominational

Control

A crucial factor in Baptist acceptance of bishops was that the Full
Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship presented episcopal structures in a
carefully limited form. This was not a traditional denomination with
bishops controlling property, appointing pastors, collecting mandatory
assessments, and exercising discipline over churches. Rather, it was a

fellowship where episcopal oversight was primarily relational and

supportive rather than controlling.
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Churches affiliated with the Full Gospel Baptist Fellowship maintained
ownership of their property. They called their own pastors through
congregational processes. They controlled their own finances, with
fellowship support coming through voluntary contributions rather than
mandatory assessments. They could leave the fellowship if they chose
without losing property or facing ecclesiastical discipline. The

autonomy that Baptists valued was largely preserved.

What then did bishops do if they did not exercise traditional

denominational control? They provided:

Spiritual Covering: Bishops offered spiritual oversight, counsel, and
prayer support to pastors. They were available when pastors faced
challenges, needed advice, or wanted someone to speak into difficult

situations.

Networking: Bishops facilitated connections between pastors and

churches, creating networks for resource-sharing, mutual support, and

collaborative ministry.
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Representation: Bishops represented the fellowship publicly, spoke on

its behalf, and provided leadership for collective activities.

Credentialing: Bishops oversees the fellowship's credentialing process,
examining candidates for ministry, recommending ordination, and

maintaining standards.

Conflict Mediation: When conflicts arose, bishops could mediate,
providing third-party perspective and helping resolve disputes before

they became destructive.

Teaching and Mentoring: Bishops taught at fellowship conferences,
mentored younger pastors, and provided theological and practical

guidance.

This "episcopal lite" model made bishops acceptable to Baptists by
providing the benefits of episcopal oversight without the
denominational control that Baptists had historically resisted. It was a
creative adaptation that borrowed episcopal structures from other

traditions while modifying them to fit Baptist sensibilities.
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The success of this model demonstrated that episcopal structures
were flexible and could be adapted to different contexts and
theological convictions. Bishops did not have to exercise the full range
of traditional episcopal authority to be valuable. Even limited, relational
episcopal oversight provided benefits that made it attractive to

congregations committed to maintaining substantial autonomy.

Economic and Resource Considerations

Practical economic factors also contributed to Baptist embrace of
bishops. Running effective church ministries in the late twentieth
century required resources that many individual churches struggled to
access. The Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship, under episcopal

coordination, could provide or facilitate access to:

Bulk Purchasing: Fellowship churches could pool purchasing power for

supplies, insurance, technology, and other needs, achieving cost

savings impossible for individual congregations.
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Shared Expertise: Legal advice, financial planning, human resources
guidance, technology support, and other specialized expertise could be
accessed through fellowship structures more affordably than

individual churches hiring consultants.

Grant Funding and Partnerships: Foundations, government agencies,
and other funding sources often preferred working with larger,
organized entities rather than individual churches. Fellowship
structures under episcopal leadership could pursue funding

opportunities and partnerships that individual churches could not.

Training and Development: The fellowship could provide ministerial
training, leadership development, and continuing education more
comprehensively and affordably than individual churches developing

their own programs.

Publishing and Media: Fellowship structures could develop publishing
operations, produce curriculum, create media content, and provide

resources that individual churches would struggle to produce.
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Missions and Outreach: Coordinated missions programs under
episcopal direction could deploy personnel and resources more

effectively than uncoordinated individual church efforts.

These economic advantages were practical and significant. Churches
that affiliated with the fellowship gained access to resources and
opportunities that made their ministries more effective and their
operations more sustainable. For pastors struggling with limited
budgets, the economic benefits of fellowship affiliation under
episcopal coordination provided tangible value that made theological
questions about bishops seem less important than practical questions

about ministry effectiveness.

The Multiplication Effect: Success Breeds Imitation




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

Finally, the Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship's rapid growth and
visible success created a multiplication effect. As more churches
joined and thrived, as the fellowship's conferences drew larger crowds,
as its music gained influence, and as its visibility increased, other
pastors and churches wanted to participate. Success was attractive,
and the structures that had enabled that success—including episcopal

oversight—became attractive by association.

This created a self-reinforcing cycle: initial success attracted new
affiliates, their participation expanded resources and influence, which
attracted more affiliates, creating greater success and even more
attraction. Within a few years, being part of the Full Gospel Baptist
Fellowship became desirable not because pastors had carefully
studied episcopal polity and concluded it was superior to
congregational governance, but because the fellowship was where

energy, growth, and innovation were happening, and joining meant

participating in something exciting and effective.
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The multiplication effect also operated through personal relationships.
As pastors affiliated with the fellowship and found it valuable, they
encouraged their friends and colleagues to join. Paul Morton's
relationships, credibility, and influence extended through networks of
ministers who trusted his leadership and followed his example. These
relational networks became channels through which the fellowship

spread rapidly.

Conclusion: A Convergence of Factors

Why did Baptists embrace bishops? The answer involves a
convergence of theological evolution, practical challenges, cultural
shifts, economic considerations, innovative leadership, and strategic
adaptation of episcopal structures to Baptist sensibilities. No single
factor was sufficient, but together they created conditions where

Baptist episcopacy became not only possible but attractive to

thousands of ministers and churches.
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The theological shift from polity to pneumatology made structure
negotiable in new ways. The megachurch phenomenon and pastoral
isolation created practical needs that episcopal oversight could
address. Cultural changes in authority and leadership made
hierarchical structures more acceptable. The desire to integrate
Pentecostal spirituality into Baptist tradition brought Pentecostal
structures as part of the package. Paul Morton's credible leadership
made the revolutionary seem reasonable. The fellowship model
adapted episcopal oversight to Baptist autonomy. Economic benefits

provided tangible value. And success created momentum that drew

even the cautious into the movement.
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The Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship demonstrated that centuries
of Baptist resistance to bishops could be overcome when the right
factors converged, when the right leader emerged, when practical
needs were acute enough, and when structures were adapted
thoughtfully to address theological concerns while providing real
benefits. The embrace of bishops by Baptists was revolutionary, but it
was a revolution whose time had come, prepared by decades of
cultural and theological change and led by leaders who understood
both the tradition they were transforming and the contemporary needs

they were addressing.

As we turn next to examine other independent episcopal movements
that followed or paralleled the Full Gospel Baptist model, we recognize
that the factors that enabled Baptist acceptance of bishops were not
unique to that particular fellowship but represented broader shifts in
Black church life that would create space for multiple expressions of
episcopal leadership outside traditional denominational structures.
The question was no longer whether Baptists could have bishops, but

rather what forms episcopal leadership would take as it proliferated

across the diverse landscape of contemporary Black Christianity.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

Chapter 9: Other Independent Episcopal Movements (1990s-Present)

The Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship's success in 1994 did not
occur in a vacuum, nor did it remain an isolated phenomenon. Rather, it
was part of a broader wave of independent episcopal movements that
emerged in the final decade of the twentieth century and accelerated
into the twenty-first century. These movements—some predating the
Full Gospel Baptist Fellowship, others inspired by its success—shared
certain characteristics: they operated outside or alongside traditional
denominational structures, they emphasized relational networks over
institutional hierarchy, they combined various theological streams
(particularly Pentecostal/charismatic spirituality with other traditions),

and they adopted episcopal titles and structures while adapting them

to contemporary contexts.
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Understanding the contemporary landscape of Black episcopal
leadership requires examining this ecosystem of independent
movements, fellowships, networks, and associations that have
proliferated since the 1990s. While they vary in size, theological
emphasis, organizational sophistication, and longevity, together they
represent a significant shift in how Black churches organize
themselves and how episcopal leadership functions in contemporary

American Christianity.

The Apostolic Networks: Five-Fold Ministry and the "New Apostolic

Reformation"

One of the most significant movements shaping contemporary
episcopal structures came not from traditional Black denominations or
even from the Full Gospel Baptist Fellowship, but from what became
known as the "New Apostolic Reformation"—a loosely connected
movement emphasizing the restoration of apostolic and prophetic

offices described in Ephesians 4:11 as part of the "five-fold ministry"

(apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers).
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This movement, which gained momentum in the 1990s and 2000s,
taught that the church had lost much of its power and effectiveness
because it had rejected or ignored apostolic and prophetic offices after
the early centuries of Christianity. Restoration of these offices,
proponents argued, was necessary for the church to complete its
mission and for believers to experience the full power available

through Christ.

In practice, the apostolic networks that emerged from this teaching
created structures remarkably similar to traditional episcopal
governance, though with different terminology and theological
rationale. "Apostles" functioned much like bishops—providing
oversight to networks of churches, appointing and ordaining ministers,
maintaining doctrinal standards, and exercising spiritual authority. The
term "apostle" carried biblical weight while avoiding the institutional
baggage that "bishop" carried for some evangelical and Pentecostal

believers.

Several prominent African American leaders established apostolic

networks that attracted significant followings:
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The International Communion of Charismatic Churches (ICCC):
Founded in the 1980s by Bishop John H. White and growing
significantly in the 1990s, the ICCC brought together independent
charismatic churches under episcopal-style oversight. While using
"bishop" rather than "apostle," the network operated on principles
similar to apostolic networks—emphasizing personal relationships,
spiritual authority, and networking rather than traditional

denominational structures.

Bishop White, who had been influenced by both traditional Black
Pentecostalism and the emerging charismatic movement, created
structures that provided oversight and connection while allowing
affiliated churches substantial autonomy. The ICCC grew to include
hundreds of churches and thousands of members, demonstrating that
the independent episcopal model could succeed outside specifically

Baptist or Methodist contexts.
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Kingdom Covenant Churches and Ministries: Led by Bishop Kenneth C.
Ulmer, this network emerged in the 1990s and grew substantially in the
following decades. Ulmer, who served as pastor of Faithful Central
Bible Church in Los Angeles (a megachurch with thousands of
members), established a network that combined charismatic theology,

contemporary ministry methods, and episcopal oversight.

Ulmer's network emphasized "kingdom principles"—teaching about the
kingdom of God, believers' royal identity, and the church's authority to
advance God's kingdom on earth. This theological framework provided
rationale for episcopal structures: bishops (or apostles) were kingdom
leaders exercising delegated authority from the King of Kings. The
regal imagery resonated with African American desires for dignity and
authority, making episcopal structures attractive as expressions of

kingdom identity.
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Coalition of African-American Pentecostal Churches (CAAPC): This
coalition brought together independent Pentecostal churches and
leaders who wanted connection and accountability without joining
traditional denominations. Led by various bishops who shared
oversight responsibility, the coalition provided networking,

credentialing, and mutual support.

The CAAPC represented a somewhat different model than fellowships
built around single charismatic leaders. Instead of one presiding
bishop exercising primary authority, the coalition operated through a
college of bishops who made decisions collectively. This structure
addressed concerns about concentrated authority while still providing

episcopal oversight.

These apostolic networks shared several characteristics:
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Relational Rather Than Institutional Authority: Unlike traditional
denominations where bishops derived authority primarily from
institutional position, apostolic networks emphasized relational
authority. An apostle's (or bishop's) authority came through personal
relationships with ministers and churches who voluntarily submitted to
that authority because they recognized the apostle's spiritual gifts,

wisdom, and calling.

Flexible Affiliation: Churches could affiliate with apostolic networks
without surrendering property, giving up congregational governance, or
making permanent commitments. Affiliation was based on relationship

and perceived value rather than constitutional obligation.

Multiple Affiliations: In some cases, ministers or churches could
affiliate with multiple networks simultaneously, receiving oversight
from more than one apostle or bishop. This would have been

impossible in traditional denominations with exclusive membership,

but it made sense in a relational network model.
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Emphasis on Impartation: Apostolic networks emphasized spiritual
impartation—the belief that spiritual gifts, anointing, and authority
could be transmitted through laying on of hands, prophetic declaration,
and mentoring relationships. Apostles and bishops were understood
as having particular spiritual deposits that they could impart to others,
making connection with them spiritually valuable beyond merely

organizational benefits.

Contemporary Revelation: While affirming Scripture's authority,
apostolic movements emphasized that God continues to speak
prophetically to the church through apostles and prophets. This
ongoing revelation (understood as consistent with but not equal to
Scripture) meant that apostolic/episcopal leaders had authority to
provide direction that went beyond merely interpreting historical

biblical texts.

Cultural Engagement: Many apostolic networks emphasized engaging
contemporary culture, using modern media and technology, addressing
social issues from biblical perspectives, and demonstrating kingdom

power in the marketplace, politics, arts, and other spheres beyond

traditional church activities.
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The apostolic networks' influence on Black episcopal leadership was
significant. They provided alternative models for how bishops/apostles
could function, they created additional pathways to episcopal
recognition and authority, they normalized the multiplication of bishops
outside traditional structures, and they infused episcopal leadership

with renewed theological energy and spiritual expectation.

The Neo-Pentecostal Fellowships: Spirit and Structure

Closely related to but distinct from explicitly apostolic networks were
various neo-Pentecostal fellowships—organizations bringing together
Pentecostal and charismatic churches that wanted more structure than
pure independence provided but less institutional control than

traditional denominations exercised.

These fellowships proliferated in the 1990s and 2000s, each with its

own particular emphasis and constituency:
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The Fellowship of International Churches (FOIC): This network brought
together predominantly Black Pentecostal churches with international
vision and engagement. Led by bishops with experience in both
American and international ministry, FOIC emphasized missions, cross-

cultural ministry, and global kingdom advancement.

The fellowship's episcopal structure provided coordination for
international work—overseeing missionaries, establishing churches in
multiple countries, managing resources across borders, and
maintaining doctrinal consistency. The bishops functioned as
international overseers, exercising authority across cultural and

national boundaries.

Covenant Churches International: This fellowship emphasized
covenant relationships—binding commitments between ministers and
their overseers, between churches and the fellowship, and between
members and their churches. The covenant language provided
theological framework for understanding episcopal authority: bishops

were covenant leaders to whom ministers and churches made

covenant commitments.
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This emphasis on covenant addressed concerns about episcopal
authority being arbitrary or controlling. If authority rested on mutual
covenant commitments freely entered, with clearly defined
expectations and accountability, then episcopal oversight became

consensual and relational rather than imposed and institutional.

The Ministers' Conference Movement: Not all independent episcopal
movements created formal organizations with constitutions and
membership processes. Some operated as ongoing conferences—
regular gatherings of ministers who shared theological perspectives,
ministry philosophies, or relational connections. Leaders of these
conferences often functioned episcopally—providing oversight,
credentialing ministers, speaking with authority—without formal

organizational structures.

Bishop Paul S. Morton's annual conferences, for instance, attracted
thousands of ministers who looked to him for leadership even if they
were not formally affiliated with the Full Gospel Baptist Church

Fellowship. Other prominent pastors developed similar conference-

based networks that functioned as informal episcopal structures.
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These neo-Pentecostal fellowships demonstrated that episcopal
structures could be extremely flexible, ranging from highly organized
denominations to loosely connected networks held together primarily
by personal relationships and shared vision. They showed that many
contemporary church leaders wanted some form of episcopal
oversight but preferred flexible, relational, network-based models over

traditional denominational structures.

The Convergence Movement: Blending Multiple Streams

The 1990s and 2000s saw growing interest in what became known as
"convergence" Christianity—attempts to blend insights, practices, and
structures from different Christian traditions into new syntheses. While

the convergence movement was not specifically or primarily African

American, it influenced Black episcopal developments significantly.
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Convergence thinking suggested that different traditions each held
important truths that needed to be recovered and integrated:
evangelical emphasis on biblical authority and personal conversion,
charismatic emphasis on Holy Spirit power and gifts, and
liturgical/sacramental emphasis on church history, tradition, and
structured worship. Rather than choosing one stream, convergence

advocates sought to embrace all three.

This convergence framework made episcopal structures more
theologically palatable for evangelicals and Pentecostals who had
historically rejected them. If one was seeking to learn from the whole
Christian tradition, including liturgical churches with ancient episcopal
structures, then perhaps bishops represented wisdom to be recovered

rather than error to be rejected.

Several African American leaders influenced by convergence thinking

established fellowships or networks incorporating episcopal

structures:
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The Charismatic Episcopal Church (CEC): While predominantly white in
its U.S. expression, the CEC influenced some Black church leaders who
saw value in combining charismatic spirituality with liturgical worship
and episcopal governance. The CEC used traditional liturgy, wore
vestments, practiced sacraments with high theology, maintained
episcopal succession—all while expecting charismatic gifts,

spontaneous worship, and contemporary engagement.

Some African American congregations affiliated with the CEC or
adopted similar convergence approaches, seeing them as recovering
the full breadth of Christian tradition rather than being limited to either

Pentecostal or traditional Black church expressions.

Independent Convergence Churches: More commonly, African
American pastors influenced by convergence thinking remained
independent or formed small networks while incorporating
convergence elements. They might use liturgical forms in worship
while maintaining charismatic openness, might emphasize
sacramental theology while preaching evangelical conversion, and

might adopt episcopal structures while preserving congregational

autonomy in key areas.
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These convergence expressions remained relatively small in African
American Christianity compared to other movements, but they
represented important diversity and demonstrated that episcopal

structures could be adopted within varied theological frameworks.

The Prophetic Networks: Emphasis on Prophetic Authority

Closely related to apostolic networks but with distinct emphasis were
prophetic networks—organizations centered on prophetic ministry and
prophetic authority. These networks recognized "prophets” as distinct
officers with specific calling to hear God's voice and declare His word

to the church and the world.

In practice, prophetic networks often functioned episcopally. Prophets
exercised oversight over churches and ministers who recognized their
prophetic calling, provided direction through prophetic words, and
maintained standards for prophetic ministry. While the terminology

differed from traditional episcopacy, the functions were often similar.

Several characteristics marked prophetic networks:
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Prophetic Utterance as Authority: Unlike traditional bishops whose
authority rested on constitutional position and institutional role,
prophets claimed authority based on direct revelation from God. A
prophetic word—"Thus says the Lord"—carried immediate divine
authority that trumped merely human reasoning or institutional

procedures.

This prophetic authority model was both powerful and problematic.
When genuine, it could provide specific, timely direction that met needs
and advanced ministry effectively. When false or manipulative, it could
enable controlling or abusive leadership that claimed divine sanction

for personal preferences or harmful decisions.

Prophetic Schools and Training: Many prophetic networks established
training programs to develop prophetic gifts in others. These prophetic
schools taught spiritual disciplines, discernment practices, biblical
foundations for prophecy, and ethical guidelines for prophetic ministry.

Completion of prophetic training provided credentials and recognition

within the networks.
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Intercession and Spiritual Warfare: Prophetic networks emphasized
prayer, intercession, and spiritual warfare—engaging demonic powers,
breaking spiritual strongholds, and contending for breakthrough.
Network leaders functioned as generals in spiritual warfare, providing

strategic direction for prayer initiatives and spiritual battles.

Cultural and Political Engagement: Many prophetic networks
emphasized prophetic voice on social, cultural, and political issues—
speaking God's word to nations, governments, and culture. This gave
prophetic leaders (and through them, their networks) public

prominence and influence beyond traditional church contexts.

Prophetic networks contributed to the proliferation of episcopal-style
leadership by creating additional pathways to recognized authority and
by normalizing the idea that spiritual gifting and calling, rather than
traditional credentialing processes, could legitimate oversight and

leadership.

The Worship and Arts Networks: Cultural Production and Episcopal
Oversight
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A distinctive development in independent episcopal movements was
the emergence of networks organized around worship, music, and the
arts. These networks recognized that contemporary worship—
particularly gospel music in Black church contexts—required
leadership, coordination, and standards, and they created episcopal-

style structures to provide these.

The Gospel Music Workshop of America (GMWA): While not explicitly
episcopal in structure, GMWA functioned in ways parallel to episcopal
networks, with recognized leaders exercising significant authority over
worship and music ministry. The organization credentialed worship
leaders, maintained standards for gospel music, provided training and

development, and connected musicians and ministers across the

country.
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James Cleveland, who founded and led GMWA for decades, functioned
in many ways episcopally—exercising oversight, setting standards,
recognizing and promoting talent, and providing leadership that
shaped an entire field of ministry. While not called bishop (though he
was ordained), Cleveland's role demonstrated that episcopal-style
leadership could organize around cultural production rather than just

church governance.

Independent Worship Networks: Various worship leaders and
musicians established networks specifically for worship ministry—
training worship leaders, producing worship resources, credentialing
worship ministers, and providing oversight for worship ministries.
Leaders of these networks often held or were given episcopal titles,
recognizing their authority in the specific domain of worship

leadership.
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These worship and arts networks demonstrated that episcopal
leadership could be domain-specific rather than comprehensive. A
bishop might exercise authority specifically in worship and music
ministry without claiming broader pastoral or doctrinal oversight. This
specialization made episcopal titles and structures applicable to areas

beyond traditional pastoral ministry.

The Marketplace Ministry Movement: Bishops Beyond Church Walls

The late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries saw growing
emphasis on "marketplace ministry"—the conviction that Christian
calling and ministry were not limited to professional clergy and church
activities but extended to business, politics, education, arts,

entertainment, and all spheres of cultural life.

This marketplace emphasis influenced episcopal structures in several

ways:
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Business and Professional Networks: Some bishops established
networks specifically for Christian business people and professionals,
providing spiritual oversight and leadership for marketplace ministers.
These networks might meet separately from church services, might
focus on applying biblical principles to business and professional life,
and might provide accountability and mentoring for Christians in

secular vocations.

Seven Mountains Mandate: Some apostolic and prophetic movements
embraced "seven mountains" teaching—the idea that Christians should
seek to influence seven major spheres or "mountains” of culture:
religion, family, education, government, media, arts/entertainment, and
business/commerce. This teaching created framework for episcopal
leadership beyond traditional church contexts, with apostles or

bishops providing oversight for believers working in each mountain.

Consecration of Non-Clergy: Some networks began consecrating
bishops from business, politics, or other non-clergy contexts,
recognizing their leadership in marketplace spheres. These

marketplace bishops might not pastor churches but would exercise

episcopal oversight within their particular domains.
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This expansion of episcopal identity and function beyond traditional
pastoral ministry represented significant innovation, though it also
raised questions about the nature of episcopal office and whether the

title "bishop" was being applied too broadly.

The International Dimension: African and Caribbean Connections

Many independent episcopal movements in the United States
developed strong international dimensions, particularly connections
with churches in Africa and the Caribbean. These international
connections influenced episcopal structures and practices in several

ways:

African Episcopal Models: Many African churches, particularly those in
former British colonies, maintained Anglican episcopal structures
while developing Pentecostal/charismatic spirituality. American church
leaders connecting with African churches encountered episcopal
structures operating successfully in contexts that combined liturgical

tradition with charismatic vitality, demonstrating possibilities for

American contexts.
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Mutual Consecrations: American and African or Caribbean bishops
sometimes participated in each other's consecrations, creating
networks that crossed national boundaries and claimed international
legitimacy. An American pastor might be consecrated bishop by

African bishops, gaining international credentials and connections.

"Apostolic Succession" Claims: Some independent American bishops
claimed apostolic succession—formal continuity with historic
episcopacy through lines of episcopal consecration—by connecting
with African Anglican bishops or with other international episcopal
bodies. These succession claims provided traditional legitimacy for

otherwise independent episcopal leadership.

Global Networks: Various international episcopal networks emerged,
connecting American, African, Caribbean, and other bishops in formal
associations. These global networks provided broader platforms,

larger constituencies, and international credibility for bishops who

might otherwise be primarily local or regional leaders.
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The international dimension of independent episcopal movements
demonstrated that American developments were part of global trends
toward networked, relational, charismatic forms of episcopal

leadership that transcended traditional denominational boundaries.

The Credentialing Organizations: Episcopal Structures as Service

Providers

Not all independent episcopal movements were built around particular
theological emphases or ministry philosophies. Some functioned
primarily as credentialing organizations—providing ordination,
licensing, and ecclesiastical credentials to ministers who wanted

recognition but did not want to affiliate with traditional denominations.

These credentialing organizations often adopted episcopal structures:
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Universal Life Church and Descendants: While not specifically African
American or traditionally Christian, various organizations offering
ordination to anyone who requested it influenced how some viewed
episcopal credentials. If ordination and episcopal consecration could
be obtained easily through mail-order or internet organizations, the

mystique and exclusivity of episcopal office was diminished.

Independent Black Credentialing Bodies: Various organizations
emerged offering to credential African American ministers and to
consecrate bishops for fees or minimal requirements. These
organizations provided legal recognition for ministers' work, tax
benefits, and ceremonial legitimacy without requiring theological

alignment or ongoing accountability.

While often dismissed by traditional denominations and more
established independent movements, these credentialing
organizations contributed to the proliferation of bishops by making
episcopal consecration accessible to ministers outside traditional
pathways. They also raised concerns about the devaluation of

episcopal office when titles could be purchased rather than earned

through demonstrated calling and ministry effectiveness.
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Common Characteristics Across Independent Episcopal Movements

Despite their diversity, the independent episcopal movements that
proliferated from the 1990s onward shared several common

characteristics:

Relational Authority: Most emphasized relationships over institutions,
personal connections over constitutional structures, and voluntary

submission over hierarchical control.

Entrepreneurial Leadership: Leaders of these movements were
typically entrepreneurial—willing to innovate, create new structures,
take risks, and build organizations from scratch rather than working

within existing institutions.

Media Savvy: Most effectively utilized contemporary media—television,

radio, internet, social media—to build visibility, attract followers, and

extend influence beyond face-to-face relationships.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

Theological Flexibility: Most were willing to integrate insights from
multiple traditions, blend different theological streams, and adapt
practices from various sources rather than maintaining strict

theological or practical purity.

Practical Focus: Most emphasized practical ministry effectiveness
over theological precision, measurable results over doctrinal

correctness, and what works over what tradition prescribed.

Prosperity Elements: Many incorporated some elements of prosperity
teaching—belief that God desires believers to prosper financially and
materially, that faith can produce material blessing, and that biblical
principles properly applied lead to success. This prosperity emphasis
made episcopal titles and structures attractive as expressions of God's

blessing and believers' royal identity.

Limited Accountability: While most claimed to provide accountability,
the actual mechanisms for holding leaders accountable were often
weak. The voluntary, relational nature of affiliation meant that bishops

who exercised poor judgment or moral failure often faced limited

consequences.
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The Multiplication Effect: Success Breeds Imitation

The success of the Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship and other
independent episcopal movements created a multiplication effect. As
these movements grew, gained visibility, and demonstrated that
episcopal structures could be established outside traditional
denominations, many other leaders decided to create their own

fellowships, networks, or associations with episcopal structures.

This multiplication was facilitated by several factors:

Low Barriers to Entry: Creating an independent episcopal movement
required no permission from existing authorities, no extensive
resources, no institutional approval. A leader with vision, some
followers, and organizational ability could establish a fellowship or

network.

Available Models: The Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship and

others provided templates that could be adapted. Leaders did not need

to invent structures from scratch but could imitate successful models.
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Market Demand: Many ministers and churches wanted episcopal
oversight and connection but were dissatisfied with traditional
denominations. This created a "market" for independent episcopal

structures, and entrepreneurial leaders filled that market.

Status and Recognition: For ambitious leaders, establishing a
fellowship or network and taking the title of bishop provided status and
recognition that might not be available through traditional
denominational advancement. Creating one's own structure was faster

than working up through existing hierarchies.

Theological Justification: Apostolic and prophetic teaching provided
theological rationale for establishing new structures. If God was
restoring apostolic ministry, raising up new leaders, and doing new

things, then creating new structures was obedience to God's leading

rather than schismatic ambition.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

The result was a proliferation of independent episcopal movements,
ranging from substantial organizations with hundreds of affiliated
churches to small networks of a few dozen ministers, from movements
with sophisticated structures and clear vision to loosely organized

groups held together primarily by personal relationships.

Concerns and Criticisms

The proliferation of independent episcopal movements generated

concerns and criticisms from various quarters:

Title Inflation: Critics worried about devaluation of episcopal office
when so many leaders claimed the title with minimal credentialing or
accountability. If anyone could become a bishop simply by establishing

a small network or purchasing credentials, what did the title really

mean?
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Lack of Accountability: The voluntary, relational nature of independent
movements meant accountability was often weak. Bishops who failed
morally, taught false doctrine, or abused authority often faced few
consequences because followers could simply leave with no

mechanism for formal discipline.

Financial Exploitation: Some independent episcopal movements
seemed primarily focused on generating income for leaders through
fees for credentials, conference registrations, book sales, and
offerings. The line between legitimate ministry funding and financial

exploitation was sometimes unclear.

Personality Cults: Movements built around charismatic leaders risked
becoming personality cults where followers were loyal to the leader

rather than to Christ or biblical truth. The episcopal structure could

reinforce rather than check such unhealthy dynamics.
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Doctrinal Drift: Without strong institutional structures maintaining
doctrinal standards, independent movements could drift into heterodox
teaching or practices. The emphasis on contemporary revelation and
prophetic authority sometimes led to claims that contradicted

Scripture or historic Christian doctrine.

Division and Fragmentation: The multiplication of independent
movements contributed to division and fragmentation in Black
Christianity, with competing bishops, overlapping networks, and
churches shopping for episcopal coverage that made minimal

demands while conferring maximum status.

These concerns were legitimate and pointed to real problems in the
independent episcopal movement landscape. However, they did not
prevent continued proliferation, as the perceived benefits outweighed

the concerns for many ministers and churches.

Conclusion: A New Episcopal Ecology
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By the early twenty-first century, the landscape of Black episcopal
leadership had been transformed by the proliferation of independent
movements. The traditional model—a few large denominations (AME,
AME Zion, CME, COGIC) with bishops elected through established
constitutional processes—still existed and still claimed millions of
members. However, it now coexisted with a complex ecology of
independent fellowships, apostolic networks, prophetic associations,
worship networks, marketplace movements, international connections,
and credentialing organizations, all with bishops exercising various

forms and degrees of authority.

This new episcopal ecology was characterized by:

Diversity: Multiple models of episcopal leadership operating
simultaneously, each with different theological rationales,

organizational structures, and practical emphases.

Flexibility: Structures that could be adapted quickly to changing

contexts, new opportunities, and emerging needs without requiring

denominational approval or constitutional amendments.
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Accessibility: Pathways to episcopal recognition that were more
accessible to entrepreneurial leaders who might not succeed in
traditional denominational advancement but who could build their own

networks.

Innovation: Willingness to experiment with new forms of episcopal
leadership, new applications of episcopal structures, and new

combinations of traditional and contemporary elements.

Competition: Multiple movements competing for ministers' and
churches' affiliation, creating a marketplace dynamic that traditional

denominations had not faced.

This new ecology was both promising and problematic—promising in
its vitality, creativity, and ability to meet needs that traditional

structures did not address; problematic in its lack of standards, weak

accountability, and potential for exploitation and abuse.
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As we turn next to examine non-denominational bishops and the
broader phenomenon of contemporary episcopal titles, we recognize
that the independent episcopal movements of the 1990s and 2000s
created the foundation for the even more diverse and numerous
expressions of Black episcopal leadership that would characterize the
early twenty-first century. The question was no longer whether new
episcopal structures could be created outside traditional
denominations but rather what forms they would take, what standards
would govern them, and whether the benefits would outweigh the costs
of such a radically decentralized and multiplication approach to

episcopal leadership.

Chapter 10: The Non-Denominational Movement
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On any given Sunday morning in the early twenty-first century, across
cities and towns throughout America, thousands of African American
Christians gather in churches that identify as "non-denominational.”
These congregations range from small storefront operations to
sprawling megachurch campuses with multiple services, extensive
staff, and comprehensive programs. Many are led by pastors who hold
the title "bishop," preside over single congregations or modest
networks, and exercise authority that is simultaneously more limited

and more personal than bishops in traditional denominations.

This phenomenon—the non-denominational bishop—represents
perhaps the most dramatic departure from historical patterns of Black
episcopal leadership. While the Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship
and other independent movements created new structures outside
traditional denominations, they at least created structures—
fellowships, networks, associations with constitutions, membership
requirements, and some form of collective governance. The non-
denominational movement, in its purest form, rejected even these

lighter organizational structures in favor of radical congregational

independence.
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Yet paradoxically, this movement of independent churches embraced
episcopal titles and language, producing thousands of bishops who
function in ways both similar to and profoundly different from their
counterparts in historic denominations. Understanding contemporary
Black episcopal leadership requires grappling with this paradox: How
did the most independent expression of Black Christianity become one

of the most prolific producers of bishops?

The Rise of Non-Denominational Black Churches

The non-denominational movement in African American Christianity

accelerated dramatically in the 1980s and 1990s, though its roots

stretched back decades. Several factors contributed to this growth:
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Denominational Disillusionment: Many Black Christians, particularly
younger generations, became disillusioned with traditional
denominations. They saw denominational bureaucracies as inefficient,
denominational politics as corrupt or petty, denominational leadership
as out of touch with contemporary realities, and denominational
structures as obstacles rather than facilitators of effective ministry.
The National Baptist Convention's internal conflicts and the perception

that historic denominations were in decline fed this disillusionment.

Megachurch Model: The emergence of successful megachurches—
both white evangelical churches like Willow Creek and Saddleback, and
Black churches like T.D. Jakes' The Potter's House—demonstrated that
churches could grow large and influential without denominational
support. These independent megachurches had resources,
sophistication, and cultural influence that exceeded many entire

denominations, making denominational affiliation seem unnecessary

for successful ministry.
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Contemporary Worship Culture: The Contemporary Christian Music
movement and its Black church parallel in contemporary gospel
created worship cultures that transcended denominational lines.
Churches wanted worship that felt current, relevant, and energetic
rather than traditional denominational hymns and liturgies. Non-
denominational identity allowed for worship innovation without

denominational constraints.

Seeker-Sensitive Philosophy: The seeker-sensitive church movement,
pioneered by white megachurches but adapted by many Black
churches, emphasized removing barriers that kept unchurched people
from attending. Denominational identity was seen as a barrier—the
average unchurched person did not know or care about denominational
distinctions, and strong denominational identity might create the

impression that the church was exclusive or unwelcoming. Non-

denominational branding signaled openness and relevance.
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Media Ministry: Television and radio ministry, and later internet
ministry, operated across denominational lines. Pastors whose
ministries reached national or international audiences through media
found denominational affiliation limiting—why identify with a single
denomination when your audience was ecumenical? Non-
denominational identity allowed media ministries to appeal broadly

without alienating viewers from other traditions.

Church Planting Movement: A surge in church planting in the 1990s
and 2000s produced many new congregations started by
entrepreneurial pastors who had no particular denominational loyalty.
These church planters, often young and trained in non-denominational

Bible colleges or seminaries, started independent churches that never

affiliated with denominations.
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Charismatic/Pentecostal Influence: The charismatic renewal that
influenced many Black churches created theological common ground
that transcended denominational lines. Churches emphasizing Holy
Spirit baptism, spiritual gifts, healing, and prophetic ministry found
more commonality with charismatic churches from other
denominations than with non-charismatic churches in their own
denominations. Non-denominational identity allowed for charismatic

theology and practice without navigating denominational resistance.

By the early twenty-first century, non-denominational churches had
become a major force in Black Christianity. While exact numbers are
difficult to establish (by definition, non-denominational churches do not
report to denominational offices that compile statistics), surveys
suggested that increasing percentages of Black Christians attended
non-denominational churches, and that this was particularly true for

younger African Americans.

The Paradox: Independent Churches, Episcopal Leaders
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Given the emphasis on independence and the rejection of
denominational hierarchy that characterized the non-denominational
movement, the adoption of episcopal titles by non-denominational
pastors seems paradoxical. Why would pastors who rejected

denominational bishops claim the title for themselves?

Several factors explain this paradox:

Cultural Prestige: In Black church culture, "bishop" carried prestige and
communicated seniority, achievement, and respect. The title signaled
that a pastor had reached a level of maturity, influence, and recognition
beyond the entry-level "pastor” or "reverend.” For ambitious pastors

building independent churches, the title provided status and credibility.

Spiritual Authority: Drawing on Pentecostal and apostolic theology,
many non-denominational pastors understood "bishop" as indicating
spiritual calling and anointing rather than merely institutional position.
God called some to be bishops—to exercise oversight, provide spiritual
covering, and lead at a higher level. This calling could be recognized by

one's congregation, peers, or mentoring leaders without requiring

denominational structures.
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Biblical Precedent: Non-denominational pastors frequently cited New
Testament references to bishops (overseers) as biblical warrant for the
title. If the Bible spoke of bishops in the early church, then
contemporary churches could have bishops without needing
denominational approval. The title was biblical before it was
denominational, and reclaiming biblical terminology did not require

accepting denominational structures.

Functional Reality: Some non-denominational pastors argued that they
functioned episcopally even if they did not lead traditional
denominations. They provided oversight (Greek: episkopos means
overseer) to their congregations, exercised spiritual authority, ordained
ministers, and sometimes mentored other pastors or oversaw multiple

ministries or church plants. The episcopal function preceded and

justified the episcopal title.
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Peer Recognition: In the network-oriented world of contemporary
ministry, recognition often came through peer acknowledgment rather
than institutional credentialing. When respected leaders called
someone "bishop," when conferences listed someone with episcopal
titles, when other ministers treated someone as a bishop, that
recognition created reality regardless of formal denominational

structures.

Consecration Services: Many non-denominational pastors were
formally consecrated as bishops in services where other bishops laid
hands on them and commissioned them to episcopal ministry. These
consecrations might be conducted by bishops from independent
fellowships, by bishops from traditional denominations who also
participated in independent networks, or by other non-denominational

bishops. The ceremonial consecration created legitimacy through ritual

even without institutional structures.
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Mentoring Relationships: Some non-denominational pastors became
bishops through relationships with established bishops who mentored
them and eventually consecrated them. A young pastor might develop
a father-son relationship with an older bishop, receive mentoring and
guidance, and eventually be recognized as a bishop in his own right,

often continuing to honor the mentoring bishop as his spiritual father.

Market Differentiation: In a competitive religious marketplace, titles
helped differentiate leaders and churches. "Bishop" set a pastor apart
from the many others also claiming "pastor” or "reverend,” potentially
attracting members who valued episcopal leadership or who
associated the title with higher spiritual authority or more mature

leadership.

Models of Non-Denominational Episcopacy

Non-denominational bishops operated according to several different

models, each representing different understandings of what episcopal

office meant outside traditional structures:
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The Solo Bishop: This model involved a pastor of a single congregation
who held the title bishop but exercised episcopal authority only within
that local church. He might have been consecrated by other bishops,
might be recognized as bishop by his congregation and peers, but did
not exercise oversight beyond his own church. The title communicated
spiritual maturity, calling, and authority but did not indicate multi-

church oversight.

This model was perhaps the most common and also the most
controversial. Critics argued that calling a single-church pastor
"bishop" distorted the historic meaning of episcopal office, which had
always involved oversight of multiple churches. Supporters responded
that biblical bishops sometimes oversaw single churches, that the title
communicated spiritual authority rather than merely administrative
scope, and that God could call someone to episcopal ministry without

requiring them to oversee multiple congregations.
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The Mentoring Bishop: This model involved bishops who, while
primarily pastoring single churches, also mentored other ministers and
exercised informal oversight through these mentoring relationships. A
successful megachurch pastor might mentor a dozen or more younger
ministers, providing guidance, counsel, and support. While not formally
appointing these ministers to churches or exercising institutional
authority over them, the mentoring bishop functioned episcopally

through relational influence.

The Network Bishop: Some non-denominational bishops built formal or
informal networks of churches and ministers who looked to them for
leadership. These networks might be small (a handful of church plants
started by members of the bishop's church) or substantial (dozens or
hundreds of affiliated ministers and churches). The bishop provided
some form of oversight—credentialing ministers, offering counsel,

facilitating resource-sharing, presiding at network gatherings—without

creating the full institutional structures of a denomination.
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The Multi-Site Bishop: With the growth of multi-site churches—single
congregations meeting in multiple locations—some pastors who
oversaw these multi-site operations took the title bishop. The multi-site
pastor supervised staff at various locations, provided vision and
direction across sites, and exercised authority over a geographically
dispersed congregation. This model resembled traditional episcopal
oversight of multiple churches, though technically the multiple sites

were one church rather than multiple autonomous congregations.

The Media Bishop: Some bishops built their primary following through
media ministry rather than through a local church or network.
Television ministry, radio broadcasts, podcasts, and social media
created virtual congregations of followers who looked to the media
bishop for teaching, inspiration, and leadership. While the bishop might

pastor a local church, his episcopal identity and influence operated

primarily through media platforms.
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The Movement Bishop: Some bishops became identified with particular
movements, emphases, or ministries that extended beyond specific
churches or networks. A bishop known for marriage ministry, for
prophetic intercession, for urban missions, or for some other
specialized focus might exercise episcopal-style leadership over
people and ministries engaged in that particular work, regardless of

their church affiliations.

The Consecration Question: Who Makes a Bishop?

In traditional denominations, the process of becoming a bishop was
clear: election by a general conference or selection through
established constitutional procedures, followed by consecration by
existing bishops. But in the non-denominational world, with its
rejection of centralized authority and institutional structures, the
question of who could legitimately consecrate bishops became

complex and contested.

Several patterns emerged:
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Self-Declaration: Some non-denominational pastors simply declared
themselves bishops, either claiming direct divine calling or arguing that
their functional role justified the title. While this approach was
criticized as presumptuous or illegitimate, supporters argued that if
God called someone to episcopal ministry, no human permission or
ceremony was necessary. The calling itself, confirmed by ministry fruit,

was sufficient.

Congregational Recognition: Some pastors became bishops through
their congregations' recognition and affirmation. The church might hold
a service where the congregation formally acknowledged their pastor
as bishop, with church leaders laying hands on him and commissioning
him to episcopal ministry. This approach honored congregational

authority and avoided depending on external validation.

Peer Consecration: Groups of non-denominational pastors who were
themselves bishops might consecrate a peer, recognizing his ministry,
calling, and readiness for episcopal office. These peer consecrations

created networks of mutually recognized bishops who validated each

other's authority.
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Adoption by Established Bishops: Some non-denominational pastors
sought consecration from bishops in traditional denominations or
established independent fellowships. An AME, COGIC, or Full Gospel
Baptist bishop might consecrate an independent pastor, providing
traditional legitimacy while the newly consecrated bishop remained

non-denominational in his own ministry.

Apostolic Succession Claims: Some sought consecration in lines
claiming apostolic succession—formal continuity with historic
episcopacy through chains of episcopal consecrations. Various
organizations offered to consecrate bishops with apostolic succession
credentials, often for fees. While traditional denominations generally
dismissed these succession claims as dubious, they provided a form

of legitimacy for those who valued them.

Online Ordination and Consecration: With the internet, various
organizations offered bishop consecrations online, sometimes for
minimal fees or even free. While obviously lacking the traditional
gravitas of formal ceremonies and established processes, these online

consecrations provided legal credentials and some form of

recognition.
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The diversity of pathways to episcopal consecration created a
spectrum of legitimacy, with some non-denominational bishops having
credentials and consecrations that traditional denominations might
respect, and others having credentials that seemed questionable or

entirely self-generated.

Theological Justifications: Why Non-Denominational Bishops Saw

Their Office as Legitimate

Non-denominational bishops developed theological arguments for the
legitimacy of their episcopal office despite lacking traditional

denominational structures:

Priesthood of Believers: The Protestant principle of the priesthood of
all believers meant that all Christians had direct access to God and
could discern His calling without requiring hierarchical mediation. If

God called someone to episcopal ministry, that calling was legitimate

regardless of whether denominational officials recognized it.
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Local Church Competency: Baptist-influenced non-denominational
theology emphasized that each local church was competent under
Christ to govern itself, ordain its ministers, and recognize offices as it
saw fit. If a congregation recognized its pastor as bishop, that

recognition was sufficient authority.

Spiritual Gifting Over Institutional Position: Charismatic theology
emphasized that ministry flowed from spiritual gifting and anointing
rather than from institutional credentialing. A person was a bishop
because God had gifted and called them episcopally, not because an
organization had appointed them. The gift authenticated the office

more than the institutional process.

New Testament Flexibility: Many non-denominational bishops argued
that New Testament church structures were flexible and diverse rather
than rigidly uniform. Different churches had different leadership
structures, and the specific forms developed over time. Claiming that

only traditional denominational episcopacy was legitimate imposed

later developments on the fluid New Testament church.
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Restoration of Apostolic Ministry: Drawing on apostolic movement
theology, some argued that God was restoring first-century apostolic
and episcopal ministry, which operated without the denominational
structures developed later in church history. Contemporary bishops
might be more biblically authentic than traditional denominational
bishops who operated within institutional structures unknown to the

early church.

Functional Definition: If episcopal office was defined by function
(providing oversight, exercising spiritual authority, ordaining ministers,
maintaining doctrine) rather than by institutional position, then anyone
performing these functions was legitimately a bishop regardless of

denominational affiliation or lack thereof.

Covenant Relationships: Some non-denominational bishops argued

that episcopal authority rested on covenant relationships rather than
institutional structures. A minister who entered covenant relationship
with a bishop, submitting to his authority and receiving his oversight,

made that bishop legitimate for that minister, regardless of whether

broader institutions recognized the relationship.
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These theological arguments were not universally persuasive—
traditional denominational leaders often dismissed them as
rationalizations for illegitimate claims to authority—but they provided
framework for non-denominational bishops to understand their office

as authentic rather than merely pretentious.

The Functions of Non-Denominational Bishops

What did non-denominational bishops actually do? How did they
function given their lack of traditional denominational structures and

authority?

Local Church Pastoral Leadership: For solo bishops pastoring single
congregations, the primary function was pastoral leadership of that

local church—preaching, teaching, providing vision, managing staff,

overseeing ministries, and shepherding the congregation. The

episcopal title communicated spiritual maturity and authority but did

not fundamentally change the pastoral role.
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Ordination and Licensing: Many non-denominational bishops ordained
or licensed ministers, either from their own congregations or for other
independent ministers who sought credentials. These ordinations
might be purely ceremonial and relational, or they might provide legal
credentials for ministers needing recognition for various purposes

(hospital chaplaincy, military chaplaincy, performing marriages, etc.).

Mentoring and Coaching: Bishops often mentored younger or less
experienced pastors, providing guidance, counsel, and support. This
mentoring might be formal (through structured programs) or informal
(through personal relationships), but it provided valuable oversight and

support that isolated independent pastors needed.

Network Leadership: For bishops who led networks, functions included
organizing conferences and gatherings, facilitating resource-sharing,
providing teaching and training, representing the network publicly, and

maintaining whatever standards or expectations the network

established.
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Conflict Mediation: Bishops sometimes mediated conflicts within
churches, between ministers, or between churches and ministers. Even
without formal authority to enforce decisions, bishops with respect

and credibility could help resolve disputes and restore relationships.

Prophetic Voice: Many non-denominational bishops understood their
role as including prophetic ministry—speaking God's word to the
church, to the culture, and to individuals. This prophetic function
operated through preaching, through prophetic utterances, and through

public statements on social and moral issues.

Spiritual Covering: A concept particularly important in charismatic
contexts, spiritual covering involved the bishop providing spiritual
protection, guidance, and authority to ministers and churches under his
oversight. Being "under" a bishop's covering meant receiving his

prayers, benefiting from his wisdom, and being protected spiritually

through the covenant relationship.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

Brand Building: Some non-denominational bishops focused significant
energy on building their personal brands—developing media presence,
writing books, speaking at conferences, cultivating followings on
social media, and positioning themselves as influencers and thought
leaders. The episcopal title contributed to brand development by

communicating authority and distinction.
The Prosperity Gospel Connection

Many, though certainly not all, non-denominational bishops embraced
some version of prosperity gospel teaching—the belief that God
desires Christians to prosper materially and financially, that faith and
proper biblical principles will produce material blessing, and that

poverty and lack are not God's will for believers.

The connection between non-denominational episcopacy and

prosperity teaching was not coincidental:
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Episcopal Trappings as Blessing: Prosperity theology interprets
material success, including positions of authority and honor, as signs
of God's blessing. The title bishop, the robes and ceremonial elements,
the public recognition and influence—all could be understood as

manifestations of God's prosperity in a leader's life.

Royal Identity: Prosperity teaching emphasized believers' identity as
children of the King, heirs of God's kingdom with royal privileges and
authority. Episcopal titles and structures resonated with this royal

identity—bishops as princes in God's kingdom, exercising delegated

authority and living in kingdom abundance.

Faith and Declaration: Word-of-faith teaching, closely associated with
prosperity theology, emphasized that faith declarations create reality.
Declaring oneself a bishop, having others recognize and affirm that
identity, and operating in that identity could be understood as faith

declarations that bring spiritual reality into manifestation.
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Leadership as Prosperity: Some prosperity teaching emphasized that
God calls some to leadership and prosperity so they can model
possibility for others and have resources to advance kingdom work.
Bishops modeling prosperous living, successful ministry, and
influential leadership demonstrated what was possible for believers

who properly applied kingdom principles.

Overcoming Limited Thinking: Prosperity preachers often criticized
denominational structures as limited thinking that prevented believers
from achieving their full potential. Independent, non-denominational
episcopacy represented overcoming such limitations—refusing to
accept constraints that traditional structures imposed and stepping

into the fullness of one's calling.

Critics argued that this connection between non-denominational
episcopacy and prosperity teaching resulted in title inflation,
materialism dressed in spiritual language, and focus on personal
advancement rather than sacrificial service. Supporters countered that
God indeed desired to bless His leaders, that there was nothing wrong

with success and influence, and that critics were operating from

poverty mindset that limited what God wanted to do.
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The Megachurch Bishop as Celebrity

A particular subset of non-denominational bishops achieved celebrity
status—becoming nationally known figures with large media
followings, bestselling books, sold-out conferences, and cultural

influence extending far beyond their congregations or networks.

These celebrity bishops included figures like:

T.D. Jakes: Perhaps the most prominent Black bishop in contemporary
America, Jakes built The Potter's House in Dallas into a megachurch of
thousands, developed a vast media ministry, wrote bestselling books,
produced films, and became a sought-after voice on religion, culture,
and current events. While not initially calling himself bishop, Jakes

eventually embraced the title as appropriate to his role and calling.

Eddie Long: Before his fall from grace due to sexual misconduct
allegations, Long led New Birth Missionary Baptist Church near Atlanta

to megachurch status and functioned episcopally despite the Baptist

context, mentoring ministers and exercising broad influence.
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Noel Jones: Pastor of City of Refuge in Los Angeles and a prominent
figure in Pentecostal preaching, Jones exemplified the non-
denominational bishop who combined powerful preaching, successful

church leadership, and media presence.

These celebrity bishops demonstrated both the possibilities and the
perils of non-denominational episcopacy. They showed that
independent bishops could achieve influence and success exceeding
many denominational leaders, that episcopal ministry could operate
effectively outside traditional structures, and that contemporary media

created new forms of episcopal authority and reach.

However, they also illustrated problems: the vulnerability of
personality-driven ministries to leaders' moral failures, the
concentration of power without adequate accountability, the potential
for celebrity to distort ministry priorities, and the difficulty of
succession when ministry was built around individual charisma rather

than institutional structures.

Accountability Challenges: The Dark Side of Independence
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The proliferation of non-denominational bishops, operating without
traditional denominational oversight and accountability structures,

created significant problems:

Moral Failures: Numerous non-denominational bishops fell into moral
failure—sexual misconduct, financial impropriety, abuse of power—with
limited accountability or consequences. Without denominational
structures to investigate, discipline, or remove failed bishops, many

continued in ministry or simply started new ministries after scandals.

Doctrinal Errors: Some non-denominational bishops taught doctrines
that departed from historic Christian orthodoxy, sometimes
dramatically. Without denominational safeguards or theological

oversight, problematic teaching could flourish unchallenged.

Financial Exploitation: The lack of financial oversight meant some
bishops exploited their congregations or followers financially, living

lavishly while congregants struggled, or using ministry funds for

personal enrichment.
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Authoritarian Abuse: Some bishops became authoritarian leaders who
demanded unquestioning obedience, controlled members' lives, and
punished dissent or departure. The spiritual covering doctrine could be

twisted to create unhealthy dependency and enable abusive control.

No Consequences for Failure: When non-denominational bishops failed
morally or proved incompetent, there was often no mechanism for
removal or discipline. They continued leading, moved to new locations
and started over, or simply rebranded their ministries without

addressing underlying problems.

Vulnerable Followers: People in churches led by accountable bishops
had some protection—institutional oversight, appeal processes,
standards that leaders were expected to meet. Those in churches led
by independent bishops often had no such protection and could be

spiritually, emotionally, or financially harmed with no recourse.

These accountability problems were not universal—some non-
denominational bishops operated with high integrity and created

accountability structures voluntarily—but they were common enough to

raise serious concerns about the model.
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The Credential Question: What Does "Bishop" Actually Mean?

The proliferation of non-denominational bishops created semantic
confusion: What did the title "bishop" actually mean when it could be
claimed by a pastor of a church of fifty meeting in a storefront, by a
media celebrity with millions of followers but no local congregation, by
a network leader overseeing hundreds of churches, or by anyone who

completed an online course and paid a fee?

In traditional denominations, "bishop" had clear meaning: it indicated a
specific office within a constitutional structure, with defined authority,

responsibilities, and accountability. But in the non-denominational

world, "bishop" could mean almost anything:
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« A senior pastor using the title for prestige

A legitimate overseer of multiple churches or ministers

A media personality with no actual oversight role

» A mentor to younger ministers

A specialist in a particular area of ministry

« A self-appointed leader with no credentials beyond self-
declaration

A network facilitator bringing independent ministers together

A prophet or apostle using episcopal terminology

This semantic confusion devalued the title to some degree—if anyone
could be a bishop, what did being a bishop actually signify? However, it
also democratized episcopal identity, making it accessible to ministers
outside traditional pathways to recognition and allowing for diverse

expressions of episcopal ministry.

Positive Contributions of Non-Denominational Bishops

Despite the problems and controversies, non-denominational bishops

made positive contributions to Black church life:
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Ministerial Support: Many provided genuine support, mentoring, and
accountability to ministers who needed it, filling gaps that traditional

structures did not address.

Innovation and Flexibility: Freed from denominational constraints, non-
denominational bishops could innovate rapidly, experiment with new

approaches, and adapt quickly to changing contexts.

Accessibility: The non-denominational model made leadership and
recognition accessible to ministers who might not succeed in
traditional denominational advancement, creating opportunities for

gifted leaders who did not fit conventional molds.

Network Building: Many non-denominational bishops facilitated
valuable connections and networks, bringing together ministers and

churches for mutual support and collaborative ministry.

Cultural Relevance: Non-denominational churches and bishops often
connected effectively with contemporary culture, particularly reaching

younger generations and unchurched people whom traditional

denominations struggled to engage.
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Entrepreneurial Ministry: The independent, entrepreneurial spirit of
non-denominational episcopacy produced creative ministries, new

church models, and innovative approaches to perennial challenges.

Conclusion: The Transformation of Episcopal Identity

The non-denominational movement transformed what it meant to be a
bishop in Black Christianity. Episcopal identity became more personal
and less institutional, more about calling and gifting than about
constitutional office, more flexible and diverse in expression, more

accessible but also more problematic.

The thousands of non-denominational bishops operating in early

twenty-first-century America represented both the democratization and
the potential devaluation of episcopal office—democratization because
anyone with calling, gifting, and entrepreneurial energy could become a
bishop; devaluation because the title's meaning became so diverse and

undefined that it communicated little beyond claiming some form of

spiritual authority.
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This transformation was part of broader shifts in American Christianity
toward individualism, consumerism, therapeutic focus, and anti-
institutional sentiment. Non-denominational episcopacy embodied
these cultural trends while also maintaining connection to historic

Black church traditions of episcopal leadership.

As we turn next to examine how episcopal structures have been
redefined for the modern era, we recognize that non-denominational
bishops are not peripheral to contemporary Black episcopacy but
central to understanding how the office has evolved, proliferated, and
adapted to contemporary American religious culture. The non-
denominational bishop—controversial, diverse, innovative, and
problematic—represents perhaps the most significant transformation
in Black episcopal leadership since Richard Allen was consecrated

bishop of the AME Church more than two centuries ago.

Chapter 11: Redefining Episcopacy for the Modern Era
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In a hotel conference room in Memphis, Tennessee, in the early 2000s,
approximately fifty bishops gathered for what organizers called a
"summit on episcopal accountability and standards.” The attendees
represented remarkable diversity: elderly bishops from the Church of
God in Christ who had been consecrated decades earlier and carried
on traditions dating to Charles Mason; middle-aged bishops from the
Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship who embodied the 1990s
reforms; younger bishops from apostolic networks who spoke of “five-
fold ministry" and "kingdom advancement"; and several non-
denominational bishops whose credentials ranged from university

degrees and formal consecrations to online certifications and self-

declarations.
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The summit's stated purpose was to develop common standards for
what constituted legitimate episcopal ministry, to address
accountability concerns that plagued independent movements, and to
explore possibilities for mutual recognition across the diverse
landscape of contemporary Black episcopacy. The conversations were
animated, sometimes tense, revealing fundamental disagreements
about what bishops were, what they should do, and who could

legitimately claim the title.

After two days of discussion, the group produced no binding
agreements, no enforceable standards, and no unified statement. The
diversity was too great, the theological differences too profound, and
the institutional independence too cherished for consensus. Yet the
summit itself was significant: it demonstrated that contemporary Black

religious leaders recognized that episcopacy was being redefined and

that this redefinition raised questions requiring serious engagement.
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This chapter examines how episcopal leadership has been redefined in
contemporary Black Christianity—the theological reframings, the
structural innovations, the functional shifts, and the challenges of
maintaining meaningful episcopal identity amid radical proliferation

and diversification.
From Office to Anointing: Theological Redefinition

Perhaps the most fundamental redefinition of episcopacy in
contemporary Black Christianity involved a shift from understanding
bishops primarily as holders of institutional offices to understanding

them primarily as carriers of spiritual anointing.

Traditional Episcopal Understanding: In historic Black denominations,
episcopal office was primarily constitutional and institutional. One
became a bishop through election by General Conference or selection
through established denominational processes. The office existed
independently of any individual who held it—there would always be
AME bishops whether or not any particular person held the position.
The office conferred authority, and the person holding the office

exercised that authority according to constitutional parameters.
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Spiritual gifts and character were certainly valued—no one advocated
for bishops who lacked spiritual depth or moral integrity—but the office
itself was the primary reality. A person was a bishop because they held
episcopal office within a denomination's constitutional structure, and

they exercised episcopal authority by virtue of that office.

Contemporary Charismatic Understanding: In contemporary
charismatic and apostolic movements, episcopal identity was
increasingly understood as primarily about anointing—God's
supernatural empowerment for a specific calling and ministry. A
person was a bishop because God had called and anointed them for
episcopal ministry, gifting them with particular spiritual capacities for

oversight, leadership, and spiritual authority.

The anointing authenticated the office rather than the office conferring
the anointing. Constitutional processes, institutional structures, and
formal consecrations might recognize an anointing that already
existed, but they did not create it. God made bishops by calling and

anointing; human recognition merely affirmed what God had already

done.
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This theological shift had profound implications:

Primacy of Divine Calling: If episcopal identity came from divine calling
rather than institutional appointment, then human procedures and
structures were secondary. A bishop's legitimacy rested on God's call,
confirmed by spiritual fruit, rather than on denominational credentials

or constitutional processes.

Flexibility in Recognition: If anointing was primary, then how that
anointing was recognized could vary widely. Traditional consecration,
peer recognition, congregational affirmation, prophetic declaration, or
even personal revelation could all serve to recognize episcopal calling.
The specific mechanism mattered less than the underlying spiritual

reality.

Spiritual Manifestation: Bishops were expected to demonstrate their
anointing through spiritual manifestations—powerful preaching,
prophetic accuracy, healing miracles, church growth, or other signs of
supernatural empowerment. The anointing was not merely claimed but

manifested, and those manifestations validated episcopal identity

more convincingly than credentials.
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Dynamic Rather Than Static: Anointing language suggested something
dynamic and potentially increasing rather than static. Bishops could
grow in their anointing, could receive "fresh anointing" for new
seasons, could have anointing for specific purposes or contexts. This

was more fluid than traditional office-holding.

Relational Transmission: The anointing framework emphasized that
spiritual gifts and authority could be transmitted through laying on of
hands, through mentoring relationships, through spiritual fathering. A
bishop with strong anointing could impart some measure of that
anointing to others, creating spiritual lineages based on charismatic

transmission rather than merely institutional succession.

This shift from office to anointing made episcopal identity more
accessible (anyone could claim divine calling and anointing) but also
more subjective (how does one objectively verify anointing?). It
empowered charismatic leaders who could demonstrate spiritual gifts
but lacked traditional credentials, while potentially marginalizing

faithful but less charismatically gifted leaders who might have been

recognized in traditional systems.
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The Joint College of African-American Pentecostal Bishops:

Standardization Efforts

Recognition that the proliferation of bishops was creating confusion

and that the title was being devalued led to efforts at standardization.
One of the most significant was the Joint College of African-American
Pentecostal Bishops (JCAAPB), established to define and standardize

episcopal ministry within African American Pentecostal traditions.

The Joint College faced several challenges:

Defining "Bishop": What criteria should determine who legitimately held

episcopal office? Options included:
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 Oversight of multiple churches or ministers
« Consecration by recognized bishops
 Educational credentials

o Size of ministry or following

« Demonstrated spiritual gifting

« Years of ministry experience

« Adherence to specific doctrinal standards

 Formal affiliation with recognized organizations

The College attempted to develop criteria that honored both traditional
patterns and contemporary realities, creating standards that were
meaningful without being so restrictive that they excluded legitimate

expressions of episcopal ministry.

Balancing Inclusion and Standards: The College wanted to be inclusive
enough to embrace the diversity of contemporary Black Pentecostal
episcopacy but not so inclusive that membership was meaningless.
Finding this balance proved difficult, as strict standards would exclude

many who functioned episcopally, while loose standards would fail to

address concerns about title inflation.
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Authority to Credential: By what authority did the Joint College
credential bishops? It was itself a voluntary association of bishops
from various backgrounds, not a denomination with constitutional
authority. Its credibility rested on the collective reputation of its
members and their willingness to maintain standards, not on

institutional authority that could compel compliance.

Distinguishing from Catholic/Anglican Episcopacy: The College worked
to articulate how African American Pentecostal episcopacy differed
from Catholic, Anglican, or even Methodist episcopal traditions. The
emphasis was on charismatic gifting, prophetic authority, and spiritual
oversight rather than sacramental authority or institutional office. This
distinction was important for maintaining Pentecostal identity while

claiming episcopal legitimacy.

Creating Fellowship and Accountability: Beyond credentialing, the
College aimed to create fellowship among bishops, facilitate
accountability, provide continuing education, and offer mutual support.

Annual gatherings brought bishops together for worship, teaching, and

discussion of common challenges.
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The Joint College's success was mixed. It provided a forum for
conversation, created some standards that influenced how episcopacy
was understood in Pentecostal contexts, and offered a voluntary
accountability structure for participating bishops. However, its
voluntary nature meant it could not enforce standards or discipline
bishops who violated norms, and many bishops—particularly in non-

denominational contexts—operated entirely outside its influence.

The College's efforts illustrated both the desire for meaningful
standards in contemporary episcopacy and the difficulty of creating
such standards in a radically decentralized, voluntaristic religious
environment where institutional authority was minimal and personal

autonomy was highly valued.

Functional Specialization: Bishops for Specific Domains

Contemporary Black episcopacy saw increasing functional

specialization—bishops whose authority and ministry focused on

specific domains rather than general oversight of churches:
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Worship Bishops: Some bishops functioned primarily in worship and
music ministry, providing oversight for worship leaders, maintaining
standards for gospel music, training worship ministers, and leading
worship at major gatherings. Their episcopal authority was recognized

specifically in the worship domain.

Marketplace Bishops: As noted in the previous chapter, some bishops
exercised oversight specifically for Christians in business, politics, or
other "marketplace” spheres. They might not pastor churches but

provided spiritual covering and guidance for marketplace ministers.

Prophetic Bishops: Some bishops were recognized primarily for
prophetic gifting, functioning episcopally through prophetic words,
intercession, and spiritual warfare rather than through administrative

oversight of churches.

Apostolic Bishops: In apostolic networks, some bishops functioned
primarily as apostolic fathers—spiritual fathers to networks of
ministers who looked to them for mentoring, impartation, and covering

rather than institutional oversight.
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Regional Bishops: Some bishops exercised authority primarily within
specific geographic regions, whether formally designated (as in
traditional denominations) or informally recognized (as in networks

where a bishop was the recognized leader in a particular city or area).

Generational Bishops: Some hishops were recognized particularly as
leaders for specific generations—youth bishops ministering primarily to
young people, or elder bishops providing wisdom and oversight for

senior saints.

This functional specialization represented significant departure from
traditional episcopacy, where bishops exercised general oversight
across all domains of church life within their jurisdictions.
Contemporary specialization allowed for diverse expressions of
episcopal ministry and made the title applicable to varied callings and
contexts. However, it also contributed to semantic confusion about
what "bishop" meant and raised questions about whether specialized

ministry justified episcopal titles.

Technology and Media: Virtual Episcopacy
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The digital revolution transformed how bishops functioned and related

to their constituencies:

Social Media Presence: Bishops built followings through Facebook,
Twitter (later X), Instagram, YouTube, and other platforms. A bishop
might have hundreds of thousands or millions of followers on social
media, creating a virtual constituency far exceeding any traditional

episcopal jurisdiction.

Social media allowed bishops to teach daily, offer prophetic words,
respond to current events, provide pastoral counsel, and maintain
connection with followers in ways impossible before digital

technology. The bishop's phone became his pulpit, his social media

accounts his conference, his livestreams his episcopal visitations.
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Virtual Consecrations and Ordinations: The COVID-19 pandemic
accelerated trends toward virtual ministry, including virtual
consecrations and ordinations. Bishops conducted consecration
services via Zoom or livestream, laying hands on screens rather than
on physical candidates. While controversial, these virtual ceremonies
were defended as maintaining ministry momentum during a crisis and

were simply extensions of media ministry already common.

Online Academies and Training: Many bishops established online
academies or training programs, using video courses, webinars, and
digital resources to train ministers and leaders. This educational
function, historically exercised through in-person seminaries or
ministerial institutes, moved largely online, allowing bishops to

influence and train people worldwide.

Digital Products and Resources: Bishops monetized their teaching and
influence through digital products—sermon downloads, ebooks, online
courses, subscription content, and virtual conferences. This created

new revenue streams but also raised questions about

commercialization of episcopal ministry.
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Global Reach: Digital technology allowed bishops to exercise influence
globally without traveling extensively. A bishop in Atlanta could
oversee ministers in Nigeria, the Caribbean, and across the United
States through video calls, social media, and digital communication.
Virtual episcopacy transcended geographic limitations that had

historically constrained episcopal ministry.

Instantaneous Communication: Bishops could respond immediately to
crises, provide timely teaching on current events, and maintain daily
communication with their constituencies. This immediacy transformed

the pace and style of episcopal ministry.

The technology-enabled virtual episcopacy created new possibilities
but also new problems. How could meaningful oversight occur through
screens? Could virtual relationships provide the accountability and
depth that episcopal ministry required? Did social media metrics
(followers, likes, views) become inappropriate measures of episcopal

legitimacy? These questions remained contested.

Corporate and Organizational Models: Bishops as CEOs
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Many contemporary bishops, particularly megachurch pastors and
network leaders, increasingly operated using corporate and
organizational leadership models, understanding themselves as CEOs

and executives as much as traditional pastoral or episcopal leaders:

Strategic Planning: Rather than simply maintaining existing churches
or traditions, contemporary bishops engaged in strategic planning—
setting vision, identifying goals, developing strategies, measuring
outcomes, and adjusting approaches based on results. This business-
oriented approach to ministry brought efficiency and intentionality but
sometimes felt incompatible with spiritual discernment and pastoral

patience.

Brand Development: Bishops developed personal brands—distinctive
identities, visual designs, messaging strategies, and market
positioning. The bishop became a brand, with logos, taglines, color
schemes, and carefully cultivated public images. This branding

enhanced visibility and influence but raised concerns about

commercialization and self-promotion.
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Staff Management: Leading large churches or networks required
managing extensive staff—dozens or hundreds of employees. Bishops
needed human resources skills, management expertise, and
organizational development knowledge. Many attended leadership
conferences, read business books, and hired consultants to improve

their organizational leadership.

Financial Sophistication: Contemporary bishops managed complex
finances—multimillion-dollar budgets, real estate portfolios,
investment strategies, and revenue diversification. Financial acumen
became essential for episcopal ministry at scale, requiring expertise

far beyond what traditional pastoral training provided.

Metrics and Assessment: Business-oriented bishops emphasized
measurable outcomes—attendance numbers, giving trends, salvations,
baptisms, program participation. Dashboard and data analytics

informed episcopal decisions in ways that seemed far removed from

traditional spiritual discernment.
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Succession Planning: Corporate thinking influenced how bishops
approached succession. Rather than waiting for crisis or relying on
denominational processes, bishops engaged in intentional succession
planning—identifying potential successors, developing their leadership,
creating transition plans, and sometimes appointing rather than

allowing election of successors.

This corporate orientation made contemporary episcopal ministry
more efficient and sophisticated but also more potentially focused on
organizational success rather than spiritual depth, on measurable
outcomes rather than faithful presence, on building impressive

institutions rather than forming disciples.

The Lifestyle Question: Episcopal Prosperity and Simplicity

Contemporary redefinition of episcopacy included contested questions

about episcopal lifestyle, particularly regarding wealth, luxury, and

material prosperity:
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Prosperity Theology Influence: Many contemporary bishops embraced
prosperity theology, believing God desired them to prosper materially
as signs of His blessing. This theology justified affluent lifestyles—
expensive cars, large homes, designer clothing, luxury travel—as
demonstrations of God's favor and as encouragement to followers that
similar prosperity was available through faith and proper biblical

principles.

Prosperity-oriented bishops argued that poverty was not virtue, that
there was nothing spiritual about lack, that God wanted His leaders
blessed so they could bless others, and that living well demonstrated
faith rather than compromise. Episcopal robes, formal ceremonies, and
titles fit naturally with prosperity theology's emphasis on royal identity

and abundant living.

Simple Living Critique: Critics, including some bishops, argued that
affluent episcopal lifestyles contradicted Jesus' teaching about serving
rather than being served, violated biblical warnings about wealth's
spiritual dangers, created scandal when bishops lived luxuriously while
congregants struggled financially, and distorted the gospel by

suggesting it was primarily about material prosperity.
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These critics advocated simpler episcopal living—bishops should live
modestly, avoid ostentation, prioritize generosity over accumulation,
and model sacrificial service rather than entitled luxury. The episcopal
office should be marked by humility and servant leadership, not by

wealth and privilege.

The Transparency Debate: Related questions concerned financial
transparency. Should bishops publicly disclose their compensation,
benefits, and lifestyle funding? Prosperity advocates often resisted
transparency, arguing that it invited envy, that their finances were
private, and that critics would never be satisfied regardless of
explanations. Critics argued that those exercising spiritual authority

and receiving support from followers owed them transparency about

how resources were used.
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Cultural Context: Defenses of affluent episcopal lifestyles sometimes
appealed to cultural context. In African American culture, where people
had been systematically denied wealth and dignity, seeing Black
bishops living well was meaningful and inspiring. The bishop in fine
robes driving a luxury car represented achievement, possibility, and
dignity—a powerful counter-narrative to racist stereotypes and

economic marginalization.

This was distinguished from white prosperity preachers' wealth by
arguing that Black bishops' affluence carried cultural and political
significance beyond mere personal indulgence—it was a form of

resistance and a demonstration of Black excellence.

The lifestyle question remained deeply contested, with no consensus
emerging. Some contemporary bishops lived affluently without
apology, others lived more modestly while still enjoying comfort, and a
few embraced radical simplicity. The diversity of approaches reflected
broader theological and cultural disagreements about wealth, success,

and what episcopal ministry should model.

Relational Authority vs. Positional Authority
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A crucial redefinition of episcopacy involved understanding the source

and nature of episcopal authority:

Traditional Positional Authority: In historic denominations, bishops
exercised authority primarily by virtue of the positions they held. The
AME Church gave bishops specific constitutional authorities—to
appoint pastors, to preside at conferences, to ordain ministers, to
maintain discipline. A bishop's personal charisma, relationships, or
popularity were secondary to the positional authority the office

conferred.

This meant that even a bishop who was not particularly gifted or
charismatic still exercised real authority because the position itself
carried authority. It also meant that bishops were somewhat
constrained by their offices—they could not simply do whatever they

wanted but had to operate within constitutional parameters defining

episcopal authority.
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Contemporary Relational Authority: In independent movements,
apostolic networks, and non-denominational contexts, episcopal
authority was increasingly understood as relational rather than
positional. A bishop had authority over those who voluntarily submitted
to his authority, recognized his spiritual gifting, entered covenant
relationship with him, or otherwise chose to relate to him as their

bishop.

This relational authority could be powerful when relationships were
healthy and when the bishop was genuinely gifted and caring.
Ministers who voluntarily submitted to a bishop's authority often gave
him more real influence over their lives and ministries than positional

authority would provide. The relationship was consensual, personal,

and potentially deep.
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However, relational authority was also fragile and subjective. It existed
only as long as followers chose to maintain the relationship. A minister
dissatisfied with a bishop's leadership could simply end the
relationship with no formal consequences. The bishop's authority
depended on maintaining followers' loyalty and respect, creating
incentives for bishops to be appealing and affirming rather than

challenging or corrective.

Hybrid Models: Many contemporary bishops operated with hybrid
authority—some positional (within formal organizational structures
they led) and some relational (through networks and relationships
extending beyond formal structures). A bishop might exercise
positional authority within his denomination or network while also

exercising relational authority over ministers he mentored who were

not formally part of his organization.
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The shift toward relational authority made episcopal ministry more
consensual and voluntary, which addressed concerns about
authoritarian abuse but also made accountability more difficult. If
bishops had authority only over willing followers, what happened when
bishops needed to exercise difficult oversight or discipline that

followers might resist?
Gender and Episcopacy: Women Bishops in Black Churches

One of the most contested aspects of redefining episcopacy

concerned women's eligibility for episcopal office:

Traditional Exclusion: Historic Black Methodist and Pentecostal
denominations largely excluded women from pastoral and episcopal
office, maintaining complementarian theology that reserved these
offices for men. The AME Church, AME Zion Church, CME Church, and
COGIC all maintained male-only episcopacy throughout most of their

histories.
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This exclusion was defended biblically (citing Pauline texts about
women's roles), theologically (understanding headship and authority as
male prerogatives), and practically (appealing to tradition and to

concerns about maintaining order and respectability).

However, the exclusion was inconsistent with the reality that women
provided crucial leadership in Black churches. Women organized
auxiliaries, raised funds, taught Sunday school, led missionary
societies, evangelized, and provided the majority of active church
members. The discrepancy between women's practical leadership and

their exclusion from official leadership roles created ongoing tension.

Emerging Women Bishops: In some contemporary contexts, women

began being consecrated as bishops:

The AME Church ordained its first woman bishop, Vashti McKenzie, in
2000, breaking a 213-year tradition of male-only episcopacy. This was
preceded by decades of advocacy by Black church women and

reflected changing cultural attitudes about gender roles.
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The Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship, while initially maintaining
male-only episcopal office, saw increasing pressure to recognize
women's leadership, with some women holding de facto episcopal

roles if not official titles.

Various independent networks, apostolic movements, and non-
denominational contexts consecrated women bishops, particularly
when those movements emphasized spiritual gifting over traditional
credentialing and when founders were willing to break with established

patterns.

Theological Arguments: Supporters of women bishops offered several

arguments:
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o Biblical examples of women in leadership (Deborah, Priscilla,
Phoebe)

« Galatians 3:28's affirmation that in Christ there is neither male
nor female

 Recognition that the Holy Spirit gifts whom He chooses without
gender restrictions

 Pragmatic observation that women often demonstrated gifts and
calling for episcopal ministry

« Justice concerns about excluding half the population from
leadership

 The inconsistency of affirming women's spiritual equality while

denying them official recognition

Ongoing Resistance: Despite some progress, resistance to women

bishops remained strong in many contexts:
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« Complementarian theology remained influential, particularly in
Pentecostal and conservative Baptist circles

 Concerns about departing from biblical patterns and traditional
practices

 Fear that women bishops would change church culture in
problematic ways

« Practical concerns about how congregations would respond to
women bishops

« The reality that Black churches were often more theologically

conservative on gender issues than on other matters

Functional vs. Titular Distinction: Some churches created a distinction
between functional and titular leadership, allowing women to lead (as
"supervisors,' "overseers," or "mothers") without formally holding the

office of bishop. This compromise recognized women's gifts and

leadership while maintaining male-only episcopacy officially.
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The question of women bishops remained contested and unresolved,
with different expressions of contemporary Black episcopacy taking
different positions. The trajectory seemed to be toward increasing
acceptance of women in episcopal office, but the pace was slow and

resistance remained significant.

Conclusion: A House with Many Rooms

The redefinition of episcopacy in contemporary Black Christianity had
produced not a unified new understanding but rather a diverse
ecosystem of episcopal expressions—a house with many rooms, each

furnished differently but all claiming to be legitimate expressions of

episcopal ministry.
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Traditional denominations continued to operate with constitutional
episcopal structures largely unchanged from their founding. The Full
Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship and similar organizations adapted
episcopal structures to new contexts while maintaining some
institutional frameworks. Apostolic networks emphasized anointing
and five-fold ministry. Non-denominational bishops claimed the title
with minimal structures. Specialized bishops exercised authority in
specific domains. Virtual bishops ministered primarily through digital

media. Women bishops challenged gender exclusions.

This diversity was simultaneously vital and problematic—vital because
it allowed episcopacy to adapt to varied contexts and needs;

problematic because it created confusion about what "bishop" actually

meant and made maintaining any meaningful standards extremely

difficult.
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The core tension was between continuity and innovation, between
honoring historic patterns and embracing contemporary expressions,
between maintaining standards and welcoming diversity. No
consensus had emerged on how to resolve this tension, and perhaps
none was possible in a religious environment characterized by radical

individualism, anti-institutional sentiment, and theological diversity.

What was clear was that episcopacy in Black Christianity had been
thoroughly redefined from its historic expressions. The bishop of the
early twenty-first century was a fundamentally different figure than
Richard Allen or Charles Mason, operating in a radically different

environment with different tools, different expectations, and different

understandings of what episcopal ministry meant.
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As we turn next to examine how contemporary bishops function in
historically white denominations and how the contemporary landscape
compares to historical patterns, we recognize that the redefinition of
episcopacy is ongoing, contested, and consequential. How it ultimately
resolves—whether toward some new synthesis, continued
fragmentation, or return to more traditional patterns—will significantly
shape the future of Black Christianity and of episcopal leadership in

American religious life.

Chapter 13: Challenges and Controversies

On a Sunday morning in 2017, a prominent Black bishop in a major
southern city stood before his congregation of thousands and
announced his resignation. The previous week, local media had
published allegations of financial impropriety—millions of dollars in
church funds allegedly diverted to personal use, undisclosed business
dealings, lavish lifestyle funded by congregational giving, and a pattern
of financial secrecy and resistance to accountability. The bishop, who
had built the church from a small storefront to a megachurch campus,

had been one of the most influential religious leaders in the city. Now,

amid scandal and betrayal, he was stepping down.
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The congregation's reaction was divided. Some wept, devastated by
the fall of a leader they had trusted and followed for decades. Others
felt vindicated—they had questioned the bishop's lifestyle and financial
practices for years but had been dismissed or marginalized when they
raised concerns. Still others were angry, feeling betrayed and
manipulated by someone who had claimed spiritual authority while

allegedly enriching himself at their expense.

This scenario, with variations in details and outcomes, has played out
dozens of times across the landscape of contemporary Black
episcopal leadership. While the vast majority of bishops serve
faithfully and with integrity, the concentration of authority, the often-
weak accountability structures, and the temptations that accompany
success and influence have produced recurring scandals and

controversies that tarnish the office and damage the church.

This chapter examines the major challenges and controversies that
attend contemporary Black episcopal leadership—not to sensationalize
scandal or to impugn all bishops because of some bishops' failures,

but to honestly assess the problems that plague the contemporary

episcopal landscape and to consider how they might be addressed.
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The Legitimacy Crisis: Who Is Really a Bishop?

Perhaps the most fundamental controversy in contemporary Black
episcopacy concerns legitimacy: Who can legitimately claim to be a
bishop? What credentials, processes, or callings authorize someone to

hold episcopal office?

The Traditional Standard: In historic Black denominations, the answer
was clear. One became a bishop through election by the
denomination's general conference or selection through established
constitutional processes, followed by consecration according to
denominational procedures. The process included scrutiny of
qualifications, vetting of character, examination of theological
understanding, and assessment of ministerial effectiveness. Once

elected and consecrated, the bishop held a legitimate office within a

recognized denomination.
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This traditional standard provided clarity and accountability. Everyone
knew who was legitimately a bishop—those who had been duly elected
and consecrated according to denominational constitutions. While the
process was not perfect (politics could influence elections, unqualified
candidates could sometimes be elected), it at least provided objective

criteria and institutional recognition.

The Contemporary Confusion: The proliferation of independent
fellowships, apostolic networks, and non-denominational churches has

shattered this clarity. Now someone might claim to be a bishop based

on:
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o Self-declaration and divine calling without any external validation

« Congregational recognition by a single local church

« Consecration by other bishops whose own credentials are
questionable

« Online ordination and episcopal consecration from organizations
that credential anyone for a fee

« Peer recognition among small networks of ministers

 Prophetic utterance declaring someone a bishop

o Success in ministry (if you've built a large church, you can call
yourself bishop)

 Purchase of honorary degrees and credentials that include

episcopal titles

The result is that the title "bishop" has been dramatically inflated and
diluted. Someone searching online for "Bishop [Name]" might find
dozens or hundreds of results, including people whose episcopal
credentials range from serious and substantial to entirely self-

generated.

Why This Matters: The legitimacy crisis matters for several reasons:
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First, it affects public perception of all bishops. When people regularly
encounter self-proclaimed bishops with questionable credentials, they
may become skeptical of all episcopal claims, including legitimate

ones.

Second, it creates confusion for believers seeking spiritual oversight.
How can someone determine whether a bishop is legitimate when

credentials vary so widely?

Third, it enables manipulative or unstable individuals to claim authority
they have not earned and should not hold, potentially causing harm to

vulnerable people who trust episcopal titles.

Fourth, it devalues the office for those who have legitimately earned
episcopal recognition through demonstrated ministry effectiveness,

character, and proper processes.

Attempted Solutions: Various efforts to address the legitimacy crisis

have been attempted:
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The Joint College of African-American Pentecostal Bishops and similar
organizations have tried to establish standards and provide

credentialing, but their voluntary nature limits effectiveness.

Some state or local ministerial alliances require verification of
credentials before recognizing episcopal titles, but these efforts are

local and inconsistent.

Denominational leaders sometimes speak out against "illegitimate”
bishops, but given the decentralized nature of contemporary

Christianity, such statements have limited impact.

Individual churches and believers can exercise discernment,
researching bishops' backgrounds and credentials before submitting to
their authority, but this places burden on those least equipped to

assess legitimacy.

No comprehensive solution has emerged, and the legitimacy crisis

persists as one of the most significant problems facing contemporary

Black episcopacy.
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Accountability Gaps: Power Without Oversight

Closely related to the legitimacy crisis is the problem of inadequate
accountability—bishops exercising significant authority over people's
lives and spiritual wellbeing with insufficient oversight or mechanisms

for correction when problems arise.

Traditional Denominational Accountability: Historic Black
denominations built accountability into their constitutional structures.
Bishops were accountable to general conferences that could remove
them for cause. They operated within constitutional constraints that
limited their authority. They were subject to judicial processes that
could investigate and discipline wrongdoing. They could be
questioned, challenged, and held responsible for their decisions and

conduct.

While these accountability structures were not perfect—bishops
sometimes manipulated processes to protect themselves,

investigations could be influenced by politics, and removal was difficult

—they at least existed as potential checks on episcopal power.
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Contemporary Accountability Vacuum: Many contemporary bishops,
particularly in independent and non-denominational contexts, operate

with minimal accountability:

Solo Bishops: Bishops who pastor single churches without broader
network or denominational affiliation may have no accountability
beyond their local congregations. If the congregation is loyal (through
genuine appreciation or through manipulation), the bishop faces no

effective oversight.

Relational Networks: Bishops in networks held together primarily by
relationships may face only soft accountability—counsel or
confrontation from peer bishops who have no authority to enforce
consequences. If a bishop rejects such counsel, peers have limited

options.

Financial Opacity: Many contemporary bishops resist financial
transparency, arguing that their personal finances are private and that

congregations should trust them. This opacity creates opportunities

for financial impropriety without detection.
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Personality Cults: When ministries are built around charismatic leaders
whose followers are intensely loyal, those followers may defend their
bishops against any criticism or accountability, viewing challenges as

persecution or attacks from the enemy.

Virtual Ministry: Bishops whose ministries are primarily media-based
may have virtually no accountability structure—they have followers but
no institutional oversight, no peers with authority to challenge them,

and no processes for addressing problems.

Consequences of Inadequate Accountability:

The accountability vacuum has produced predictable problems:

Moral Failures: Bishops have fallen into sexual immorality, often with
patterns of behavior spanning years before being exposed. The lack of

accountability created environments where predatory or inappropriate

behavior could continue unchecked.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

Financial Exploitation: Bishops have enriched themselves through
ministry while congregation members struggled financially. Lavish
lifestyles, questionable business dealings, and self-dealing have

occurred without oversight.

Doctrinal Error: Without theological accountability, some bishops have
taught doctrines that deviate significantly from Christian orthodoxy,

sometimes in ways that are spiritually harmful to followers.

Authoritarian Abuse: Some bishops have exercised control over
followers' lives in ways that are psychologically and spiritually abusive
—demanding unquestioning obedience, isolating followers from family
and friends, controlling major life decisions, and retaliating against

those who question their authority.

No Consequences: When problems are exposed, accountability gaps
mean bishops often face no meaningful consequences. They may lose
some followers, but they can simply rebrand, relocate, or continue

ministry in new contexts without addressing underlying issues.

Proposed Solutions:
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Various solutions to accountability gaps have been proposed:

Voluntary Accountability Groups: Bishops could voluntarily form
accountability groups with peer bishops who have permission to ask

hard questions and speak truth even when uncomfortable.

Financial Transparency: Churches and networks could require detailed
financial disclosure from bishops, including salaries, benefits, business

interests, and personal finances related to ministry.

Term Limits: Some advocate for term limits on episcopal service,
requiring periodic reelection or reaffirmation and creating natural

points for assessment and potential change.

Independent Audits: Regular independent audits of finances and

operations could identify problems before they become crises.

Training and Education: Continuing education requirements could help

bishops maintain theological, ethical, and practical competence

throughout their ministries.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

Denominational Affiliation: Ministers and churches could be
encouraged to affiliate with denominations or fellowships that have
genuine accountability structures rather than operating entirely

independently.

However, implementing these solutions faces significant obstacles.
Bishops resistant to accountability can simply avoid structures that
would constrain them. Congregations loyal to charismatic leaders
often resist accountability measures. And the voluntaristic, anti-
institutional ethos of contemporary Christianity makes mandatory

accountability difficult to enforce.

The Gender Question: Women's Exclusion and Emergence

As discussed in earlier chapters, women's exclusion from episcopal
office in most Black denominational traditions remains controversial

and contested:

The Exclusion: Most historic Black denominations—AME, AME Zion

(until recently), CME, and COGIC—have excluded women from pastoral

and episcopal office. This exclusion is defended on several grounds:
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Biblical Arguments: Complementarians cite biblical texts, particularly 1
Timothy 2:12 ("l do not permit a woman to teach or to exercise
authority over a man") and passages about church leadership
qualifications that mention men, as establishing male-only pastoral

and episcopal office.

Traditional Practice: The practice of male-only ordination stretches
back through church history, and changing it represents departure from

established norms.

Order and Authority: Some argue that male headship in church

leadership reflects divine design for order and authority.

Cultural Context: In many Black communities, conservative views on
gender roles remain influential, and churches reflect these community

values.

The Challenge: Women's exclusion from episcopal office faces

increasing challenge:
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Practical Reality: Women constitute the majority of active members in
most Black churches, provide crucial leadership in virtually every area
except ordained pastoral ministry, and often demonstrate gifts and

calling that seem to qualify them for episcopal office.

Biblical Counter-Arguments: Egalitarians cite biblical examples of
women in leadership (Deborah, Priscilla, Junia), Paul's statement in
Galatians 3:28 that in Christ there is neither male nor female, and
evidence that women served in various ministry roles in early

Christianity.

Justice Concerns: Many view women's exclusion as fundamentally
unjust—denying half the population access to leadership based solely

on gender rather than on gifts, calling, or qualifications.

Cultural Shifts: Changing gender norms in broader society create

pressure on churches to reconsider traditional gender restrictions.

Lost Gifts: Excluding women from episcopal ministry means churches

lose access to gifts, perspectives, and leadership that women could

provide.
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The Emergence: Despite ongoing exclusion in many contexts, women

have achieved episcopal positions in some:

The AME Church consecrated its first woman bishop, Vashti McKenzie,
in 2000. The AME Zion Church followed with women bishops. Various
independent networks and non-denominational churches have
consecrated women bishops. Historically white denominations with

Black bishops have included women.

These breakthroughs demonstrate that women can serve effectively as
bishops, challenging arguments that women are unsuitable for

episcopal leadership.

Ongoing Controversy: The gender question remains deeply
controversial with no resolution in sight. Denominations committed to
complementarian theology show little inclination to change, while
pressure for women's inclusion continues to grow. The tension creates
ongoing conflict and drives some women with leadership gifts to leave

traditions that exclude them for contexts where they can be

recognized.
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The "Bishop Factory" Criticism: Title Inflation

Critics of contemporary episcopacy frequently raise concerns about
what they call the "bishop factory"—the proliferation of bishops
through processes that seem more like manufacturing than legitimate

recognition of calling and qualification.

The Phenomenon: The bishop factory criticism points to several

concerning patterns:

Easy Consecrations: Organizations and networks that consecrate
bishops with minimal requirements—perhaps a brief training program,
a fee, and a ceremony—function as factories churning out bishops

without serious vetting.

Reciprocal Consecrations: Groups of ministers consecrate each other

as bishops in what appears to be mutual credentialing without external

validation or serious assessment of qualifications.
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Honorary Bishops: Some bishops are consecrated honorarily—
recognized for their ministry even though they don't function

episcopally—diluting the title's meaning.

Youth Bishops: Occasionally, very young ministers (sometimes in their
twenties or even younger) are consecrated as bishops, raising
questions about whether they have the maturity, experience, and

wisdom that episcopal office should require.

Online Ordination Mills: Internet organizations that will consecrate
anyone as a bishop for a fee or even for free operate as literal bishop

factories, mass-producing episcopal credentials.

Consequences: The bishop factory phenomenon has several negative

consequences:

Title Devaluation: When bishops are produced so easily and prolifically,

the title loses meaning and prestige. If anyone can become a bishop

with minimal effort, what does being a bishop signify?
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Public Skepticism: People become skeptical of all episcopal claims
when they regularly encounter bishops whose credentials are obviously

dubious.

Harm to Legitimate Bishops: Bishops who have earned their positions
through demonstrated ministry effectiveness, character development,
and proper processes see their office devalued by association with

bishop factory products.

Vulnerable to Abuse: Easy access to episcopal titles enables
manipulative or unstable individuals to claim authority that can be

used to exploit vulnerable people.

The Defense: Supporters of more accessible paths to episcopal

recognition offer several defenses:

Democratization: Making episcopal recognition more accessible

democratizes religious leadership, allowing people outside traditional

elite pathways to be recognized.
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Spiritual Gifting: If episcopal identity comes primarily from spiritual
calling and gifting rather than institutional credentialing, then

traditional processes are not necessary.

Different Contexts: What seems like a bishop factory may simply be
recognition of episcopal function in contexts different from traditional
denominations. A pastor who mentors other ministers and provides
oversight may legitimately be recognized as a bishop even without

traditional credentials.

Cultural Bias: Criticism of bishop factories may reflect bias toward
traditional, institutional models and failure to recognize legitimate but

different contemporary expressions of episcopal ministry.

The Tension: The tension between accessible episcopal recognition
and meaningful standards for episcopal office remains unresolved.
How can the church honor diverse expressions of episcopal calling
while maintaining standards that protect the office's integrity and the

wellbeing of those under episcopal authority?

Financial Controversies: Money, Ministry, and Morality
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Financial controversies have plagued contemporary episcopal

leadership, with recurring scandals involving bishops and money:

Common Patterns: Financial controversies typically involve one or

more of these patterns:

Lavish Lifestyles: Bishops living in extreme luxury—multimillion-dollar
homes, expensive cars, designer clothing, private jets—funded by

church offerings while congregation members struggle financially.

Lack of Transparency: Bishops refusing to disclose their
compensation, benefits, or how church money is spent, claiming

privacy while managing millions of dollars given by faithful followers.

Self-Dealing: Bishops engaging in business transactions with their
churches that benefit them personally—buying church property at

below-market rates, having churches pay for personal expenses,

directing business to companies they own.
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Fundraising Manipulation: Bishops using manipulative tactics to raise
money—promising divine blessing for giving, creating urgency through

false claims, targeting vulnerable people with false hopes.

Misappropriation: Bishops using church funds for personal purposes
without disclosure or authorization—treating church accounts as

personal accounts.

The Justifications: Bishops involved in financial controversies typically

offer several justifications:

Prosperity Theology: God wants them blessed as evidence of His favor

and to model prosperity for followers. Living well is faith, not greed.

Worth and Value: They work hard, bear enormous responsibility, and
generate significant value. Their compensation reflects their worth and

contributions.

Privacy Rights: Their personal finances are private, and they owe no

public accounting even though they're spiritual leaders.
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Persecution Narrative: Critics are motivated by envy, racism, or
persecution of anointed leaders. Focus on their finances is attack, not

legitimate accountability.

Comparison: They're not doing anything different from corporate
executives, professional athletes, or other highly compensated

individuals.

The Critique: Critics respond:

Spiritual Leadership Standards: Spiritual leaders should be held to
higher standards than corporate executives. Jesus taught servanthood,

not accumulation.

Trust and Stewardship: People giving sacrificially to support ministry
have a right to know how their money is used. Financial opacity breaks

trust.

Exploitation: Using spiritual authority to manipulate giving from

vulnerable people is exploitation, not faith.
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Bad Witness: Lavish episcopal lifestyles create scandal, discredit the
gospel, and make Christianity appear focused on material gain rather

than spiritual transformation.

Biblical Teaching: Scripture contains numerous warnings about
wealth's spiritual dangers and calls for leaders to model different

values than worldly culture.

The Impact: Financial controversies have several negative impacts:

Trust Erosion: Each scandal erodes trust in religious leadership

generally and in bishops specifically.

Gospel Distortion: Financial focus distorts the gospel, making
Christianity appear to be primarily about material prosperity rather than

spiritual redemption.

Damage to the Poor: Financial manipulation particularly harms poor

people who give sacrificially hoping for divine blessing and

breakthrough.
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Deterring Giving: Some believers become reluctant to give to churches

or ministries, fearing their money will be misused.

Legal Consequences: Some financial misconduct has led to legal
investigations, prosecutions, and in some cases, imprisonment of

bishops.

Sexual Misconduct: Abuse of Spiritual Authority

Among the most devastating controversies attending contemporary
episcopacy are cases of sexual misconduct—bishops using their

authority to exploit, manipulate, or harm people sexually:

Common Patterns: Sexual misconduct by bishops typically involves:

Affairs with Staff or Members: Bishops engaging in sexual
relationships with church employees or members over whom they

exercise authority, creating inherent power dynamics that make

consent problematic.
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Sexual Harassment: Unwanted sexual advances, inappropriate
comments, or creation of hostile environments through sexual

behavior.

Abuse of Counseling Relationships: Bishops exploiting counseling
relationships by initiating sexual contact with vulnerable people

seeking pastoral care.

Predatory Behavior: Systematic patterns of targeting vulnerable people,
grooming them for sexual relationships, and silencing or discrediting

those who resist or report.

Secret Lives: Maintaining secret sexual relationships while preaching

against sexual immorality, creating profound hypocrisy.

Abuse of Young People: Most seriously, some bishops have been
accused or convicted of sexual abuse of minors or young adults under

their spiritual authority.

The Enabling Environment: Several factors create environments where

sexual misconduct can occur and continue:
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Unquestioned Authority: When bishops are treated as beyond question,
when "touching God's anointed" is forbidden, abuse can continue

unreported and unaddressed.

Lack of Accountability: Without strong accountability structures,

bishops face no oversight of their relationships and behavior.

Isolation: Bishops isolated from peers, without close relationships
where they might be challenged or supported, are more vulnerable to

moral failure.

Personality Cults: Intense loyalty to charismatic leaders creates
environments where allegations against leaders are dismissed or

accusers are attacked.

Silence Culture: Churches where questioning authority is discouraged,
where victims fear they won't be believed, and where protection of
institutional reputation trumps justice create cultures of silence that

enable abuse.

The Impact: Sexual misconduct by bishops causes devastating harm:
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Individual Trauma: Victims of sexual abuse or exploitation by spiritual
authorities experience profound trauma—spiritual abuse compounding

sexual harm.

Congregational Devastation: When sexual misconduct is revealed,

entire congregations experience trauma, betrayal, and faith crises.

Broader Trust Erosion: Each case of episcopal sexual misconduct

erodes trust in religious leadership broadly.

Gospel Discrediting: Sexual scandals involving bishops make

Christianity appear hypocritical and discredit the gospel witness.

The Response: Addressing sexual misconduct requires several

responses:

Believe Victims: Creating cultures where accusers are believed and

taken seriously rather than automatically defended against.

Independent Investigations: When allegations arise, conducting

independent investigations by people without conflict of interest.
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Swift Consequences: Removing bishops credibly accused of sexual
misconduct from positions of authority pending investigation and

permanently when misconduct is substantiated.

Support for Victims: Providing support, counseling, and advocacy for

victims rather than focusing solely on protecting institutional interests.

Prevention: Creating structures and cultures that prevent sexual
misconduct through accountability, training, clear policies, and support

for healthy relationships and boundaries.

Legal Cooperation: Cooperating with law enforcement investigations

and accepting legal consequences when laws have been violated.

Doctrinal Controversies: Teaching and Truth

Theological controversies have also attended contemporary

episcopacy, with bishops teaching doctrines that other Christians find

problematic or heretical:
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Prosperity Gospel: The most common doctrinal controversy involves
prosperity teaching—the claim that God wants all believers materially
prosperous, that faith and right confession produce wealth, and that

poverty indicates lack of faith or divine disfavor.

Critics argue this teaching distorts Scripture, focuses on material
rather than spiritual blessing, exploits vulnerable people, and blames
the poor for their poverty. Supporters argue it accurately reflects

biblical teaching about God's desire to bless His children.

Modalism/Oneness: Some Pentecostal bishops teach Oneness
theology (modalism)—that God is not three persons (Trinity) but one
person who manifests in three modes. This view is considered

heretical by most Christians who affirm Trinitarian orthodoxy.

Universal Reconciliation: Some progressive bishops embrace universal
reconciliation—the belief that all people will ultimately be saved and

none will be eternally lost. This contradicts traditional Christian

teaching about heaven and hell.
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Affirming Theology: Some bishops have embraced LGBTQ-affirming
theology, teaching that same-sex relationships can be blessed by God
and that sexual orientation should not be a barrier to church
membership or leadership. This creates division between progressive

and conservative believers.

Name It and Claim It: Extreme versions of word-of-faith teaching—that
believers can speak things into existence, that faith declarations create
reality, that suffering always indicates lack of faith—are taught by

some bishops and criticized as unbiblical and harmful.

The Stakes: Doctrinal controversies matter because:

Truth Matters: Christianity makes truth claims that matter, and false

teaching has consequences.

Spiritual Harm: Wrong teaching can cause spiritual harm—leading

people away from God, creating false expectations, justifying ungodly

behavior.
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Unity Threats: Doctrinal disagreements threaten church unity,

potentially splitting denominations and dividing believers.

Witness: Contradictory teaching by different bishops claiming Christian

authority confuses outsiders and weakens Christian witness.

The Challenge: Addressing doctrinal controversies is complicated by:

Theological Diversity: Christianity has always included theological
diversity. How much diversity is healthy, and when does diversity

become error?

Authority: Who has authority to declare teaching orthodox or heretical?
In decentralized contemporary Christianity, no central authority exists

to settle disputes.

Interpretation: Disagreements often center on biblical interpretation.

How should Scripture be read and applied? What interpretive principles

should govern?
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Cultural Influence: Some doctrinal controversies reflect cultural
conflicts being played out in religious language. Distinguishing

theological from cultural disputes is difficult.

The Succession Problem: What Happens Next?

Contemporary episcopacy faces significant challenges around
succession—what happens when bishops retire, become incapacitated,

or die;

The Personality Problem: Ministries built around charismatic episcopal
personalities face crises when those leaders leave. Many
megachurches and networks have no clear succession plans, no

developed successors, and no processes for transition.

The Power Vacuum: When strong bishops depart without clear

succession, power struggles can erupt—multiple candidates competing

for leadership, factions forming, conflicts over vision and direction.
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The Decline Problem: Even when succession occurs, churches and
networks often decline significantly after founding bishops leave.
Successors struggle to maintain momentum, face "founder's
syndrome" where everything is compared unfavorably to the previous

bishop, and lack the authority and charisma of their predecessors.

The Nepotism Question: Some bishops attempt to pass leadership to
family members—sons, daughters, other relatives—creating dynasty
dynamics. While this ensures continuity, it raises questions about
whether the best qualified person is chosen and whether episcopal

office should be hereditary.

The Denominational Advantage: Historic denominations with
constitutional processes for episcopal selection have natural
succession mechanisms. When a bishop retires or dies, established
procedures determine the next bishop. Independent and non-

denominational contexts lack these mechanisms, making succession

more difficult.
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The Preparation Deficit: Many bishops fail to adequately prepare
successors, either from insecurity, from focus on present rather than
future, or from denial about mortality. This leaves successors

unprepared for the responsibilities they inherit.

Conclusion: The Cost of Success

The challenges and controversies examined in this chapter reflect, in
part, the costs of contemporary Black episcopacy's success. The
proliferation of bishops, the accessibility of episcopal recognition, the
growth of megachurches and media ministries under episcopal
leadership, the influence and visibility of contemporary bishops—all

these successes create new opportunities for problems.

Traditional denominations' structures, for all their limitations, provided
guardrails that contemporary independent episcopacy often lacks. The
flexibility, innovation, and entrepreneurial energy of contemporary

episcopacy come at costs in accountability, standards, and protection

against abuse.
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The challenges are real, significant, and in some cases, deeply
damaging to people, churches, and the church's witness. They cannot
be dismissed or ignored. Yet neither should they lead to cynicism or
wholesale rejection of episcopal leadership. Most bishops serve
faithfully, sacrificially, and with integrity. Most do not fall into the

scandals and controversies highlighted here.

The question is whether contemporary Black episcopacy can develop
structures, cultures, and norms that preserve the vitality and
accessibility that characterize it while addressing the problems that
plague it. Can accountability be strengthened without crushing
innovation? Can standards be maintained without excluding legitimate

expressions? Can the office be protected without making it

inaccessible?
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As we turn next to examine intergenerational transitions and questions
about episcopal sustainability, we carry forward awareness that the
challenges facing contemporary episcopacy are serious but not
necessarily fatal—they can be addressed if recognized honestly and
engaged courageously. The alternative—denial, defensiveness, or
resignation to ongoing problems—will further damage episcopal

leadership and the communities it serves.

Chapter 14: Intergenerational Transitions

In a private dining room in Atlanta, three generations of Black bishops
gathered for a dinner that would not make headlines but would
illustrate one of the most significant transitions occurring in
contemporary Black Christianity. Bishop James Robinson, eighty-three
years old, had served as a bishop in the Church of God in Christ for
nearly forty years. He wore his episcopal robes with dignified formality
and spoke with the measured authority of someone who remembered

when being called "Bishop" meant something specific and

unquestioned.
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Across the table sat Bishop Marcus Thompson, fifty-five, who led a
large independent fellowship he had founded twenty years earlier.
Thompson wore an expensive designer suit rather than robes, checked
his smartphone periodically during dinner, and spoke the language of
entrepreneurial ministry—branding, platforms, influence, and kingdom

impact.

Between them, both literally and generationally, sat Bishop Angela
Williams, thirty-eight, recently consecrated as bishop of a multi-site
church network that met primarily in rented spaces and reached most
of its congregation through digital platforms. Williams embodied
multiple firsts—the first woman bishop in her network, the first
millennial bishop in her city, and the first bishop in her family despite

coming from four generations of Black church members.
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The conversation revealed profound differences—in how they
understood episcopal office, in what they believed bishops should do,
in their relationships to tradition and innovation, in their views on
accountability and autonomy. Yet they also shared something
fundamental: all three claimed the title bishop, all three exercised
spiritual authority over networks of believers, and all three saw
themselves as continuing, in their different ways, a tradition of Black

episcopal leadership stretching back more than two centuries.

This chapter examines the intergenerational transitions occurring in
Black episcopal leadership—how different generations understand and
practice episcopacy, the tensions and possibilities these differences
create, the challenges of succession and continuity, and what these

transitions mean for the future of Black religious leadership.

The Traditionalist Generation: Holding the Line
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The oldest generation of contemporary Black bishops—those now in
their seventies, eighties, and nineties—came to episcopal office in the
mid-to-late twentieth century, often through traditional denominational
processes in the historic Black denominations. This generation's
understanding of episcopacy was shaped by experiences and contexts

very different from those of younger leaders.

Formative Experiences: These senior bishops came of age during the
Civil Rights Movement, experienced legal segregation or its immediate
aftermath, witnessed the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr.,
participated in integration struggles, and saw both the possibilities and
limitations of Black advancement in American society. Their ministry
was forged in contexts where Black churches were central to Black
community life, where denominational loyalty was strong, and where
being a bishop in the AME Church, COGIC, or similar bodies meant

something specific and honored.

Episcopal Understanding: For this generation, episcopal office was:
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Constitutional and Institutional: Bishops held offices defined by
denominational constitutions, with specific authorities and
responsibilities. The office existed independently of whoever held it,

and individuals were accountable to constitutional structures.

Earned Through Service: One became a bishop by serving faithfully for
years or decades—pastoring churches, demonstrating leadership,
earning respect, and eventually being elected through denominational
processes. Episcopal office was the culmination of a ministerial career,

not its beginning.

Dignified and Formal: The office required dignified bearing, formal
dress, proper protocol, and maintenance of appropriate distance
between bishops and those under their oversight. Informality or

casualness were inappropriate for episcopal ministry.

Connected to Tradition: Bishops saw themselves as links in a chain
stretching back to founding bishops like Richard Allen and Charles
Mason. They inherited and were responsible for maintaining traditions,

teaching that had been passed down, and institutional structures built

across generations.
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Focused on the Institution: Episcopal ministry centered on building and
maintaining denominational institutions—churches, schools, publishing
houses, mission agencies. Bishops' success was measured

significantly by institutional health and growth.

Challenges This Generation Faces:

Institutional Decline: Many traditional denominations are experiencing
membership decline, particularly among younger generations. Senior
bishops face the challenge of leading institutions that seem to be

shrinking and losing relevance despite their best efforts.

Cultural Disconnect: The formality, traditionalism, and institutional
focus that characterized their generation's ministry feel increasingly
disconnected from contemporary culture, particularly younger

generations' preferences for informality, authenticity, and flexibility.

Resource Constraints: Declining membership means reduced financial
resources, making it harder to maintain denominational institutions,

support programs, and fund initiatives that historically defined

episcopal ministry.
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Succession Anxiety: Many senior bishops worry about succession—
whether younger leaders will maintain what has been built, whether
institutional knowledge will be preserved, whether the next generation

values what they value.

Relevance Questions: Some struggle with feelings of irrelevance—their
approaches to ministry no longer seem as effective, their wisdom is
not always sought by younger leaders, and the world they understood

has changed dramatically.

Their Contribution: Despite challenges, this generation provides crucial

contributions:

They embody institutional memory—they remember what came before,
what was tried and failed, what worked and why. This historical

perspective helps avoid repeating mistakes and recognizes patterns

younger leaders might miss.
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They maintain connection to traditions that could be lost if no one
carries them forward. Their commitment to dignity, to proper
procedures, to institutional health preserves values that, while

sometimes seeming outdated, serve important purposes.

They provide stability and continuity in turbulent times. When younger
leaders are innovating rapidly, sometimes rashly, senior bishops'

steadying influence can prevent destructive changes.

They model long faithfulness—their decades of service demonstrate
that ministry is a marathon, not a sprint, and that faithful endurance

matters as much as impressive innovation.

The Bridge Generation: Navigating Multiple Worlds
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The middle generation of Black bishops—roughly those in their fifties
and sixties—functions as a bridge between traditional and
contemporary expressions of episcopacy. Many came to episcopal
leadership during the transformative period of the 1990s and 2000s,
when the Full Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship and similar
movements were creating new models while traditional denominations

continued operating.

Formative Context: This generation experienced:

The tail end of the Civil Rights Movement and the emergence of Black
Power The growth of megachurches and contemporary worship The
development of religious media and television ministry The beginning
of the internet and digital communication Increasing tension between
traditional and contemporary church expressions The prosperity

gospel's rise and the controversies it generated

Episcopal Understanding: For this generation, episcopacy involves:
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Institutional and Entrepreneurial: Many hold positions in traditional
denominations while also operating entrepreneurially—writing books,
leading conferences, building personal platforms. They value

institutional connection but are not defined solely by it.

Flexible Formality: They can operate formally when context requires—
wearing robes, observing protocols—but also informally when that's
more effective. They code-switch between traditional and

contemporary expressions depending on audience and context.

Innovation Within Tradition: Rather than simply maintaining what was
handed to them, this generation innovates—adapting traditional
episcopal functions to contemporary contexts, incorporating new
technologies and methods, reimagining what episcopal ministry can

be.

Platform-Conscious: They understand that influence now comes not
just through institutional position but through platforms—media

presence, book sales, social media followings, conference speaking.

They build platforms while maintaining institutional roles.
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Network-Oriented: While valuing denominational connection, they also
build networks across denominational lines—relationships with
bishops and leaders in multiple traditions who share their vision even if

not their institutional affiliation.

Challenges This Generation Faces:

Divided Loyalties: They feel pulled between traditional expectations
from senior bishops and denominational structures and contemporary
pressures to innovate, build platforms, and stay relevant to younger

generations.

Authenticity Questions: Their ability to operate in multiple worlds—
traditional and contemporary—sometimes raises questions about
authenticity. Are they genuine in both contexts, or are they simply

skilled at code-switching?

Resource Allocation: They must decide how to allocate limited time

and energy between institutional responsibilities and platform building,

between maintaining existing structures and creating new initiatives.
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Generational Tension: They face pushback from older bishops who see
their innovations as departures from tradition and from younger

leaders who see them as not innovative enough.

Succession Pressure: As they move into senior leadership roles, they
face pressure to have succession plans, to develop younger leaders,

and to ensure smooth transitions when they eventually step down.

Their Contribution:

This generation's bridge function is crucial:

They translate between generations—helping senior bishops
understand contemporary realities and helping younger leaders

appreciate tradition's value.

They model adaptation—showing that episcopal ministry can evolve

without abandoning core values, that innovation and tradition are not

necessarily opposed.
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They maintain networks—connecting people and movements across
denominational and generational lines, facilitating collaboration and

mutual learning.

They experiment—trying new approaches to episcopal ministry, some

of which will fail but some of which will provide models for the future.

The Millennial and Gen Z Bishops: Digital Natives Leading Differently

The youngest generation of Black bishops—those in their thirties and
forties, and in some cases even younger—represents the most
dramatic departure from traditional episcopal models. These digital-
native leaders came of age in a world fundamentally different from

their predecessors and approach episcopal ministry accordingly.

Formative Context: This generation's experience includes:
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Growing up with the internet and social media Experiencing 9/11 and
subsequent wars and terrorism fears Witnessing the 2008 financial
crisis and its economic impacts Coming of age during Barack Obama's
presidency Experiencing the #BlackLivesMatter movement and
renewed racial justice activism Living through the COVID-19 pandemic
and its disruptions Having access to global information and

perspectives from early ages
Episcopal Understanding: For younger bishops, episcopacy means:

Anointing Over Institution: They emphasize calling, anointing, and
spiritual gifting over institutional position. They may be bishops
because they function episcopally—providing oversight, mentoring
leaders, building networks—whether or not they hold formal

denominational offices.

Relational and Accessible: They reject the distance and formality that
characterized earlier episcopal generations. They want to be
accessible, relational, authentic—sharing struggles publicly, inviting

questions, being transparent about challenges.
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Platform-Centric: Their ministry is often primarily digital—they reach
and lead more people through social media, podcasts, YouTube, and
online platforms than through traditional church gatherings. The line
between local church pastor and global influencer is blurred or non-

existent.

Justice-Oriented: Many emphasize racial justice, economic justice, and
other social concerns as central to episcopal ministry, not peripheral.

They see prophetic advocacy as essential to faithful leadership.

Gender-Inclusive: Younger bishops are more likely to affirm women's
full inclusion in episcopal leadership, to question or reject
complementarian theology, and to consecrate or recognize women

bishops.

Entrepreneurial and Innovative: They start new churches, create new
models, experiment with new approaches without feeling bound by

tradition or precedent. If something hasn't worked or doesn't fit

contemporary context, they change it.
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Theologically Diverse: While some maintain traditional evangelical or
Pentecostal theology, others embrace progressive theology, question

traditional doctrines, or blend theological streams in novel ways.

Characteristics of Their Ministry:

Multi-Site and Digital: Many lead churches that are multi-site or
primarily digital. Physical buildings are less central than online

presence and virtual community.

Abbreviated Preparation: Some become bishops much earlier in their
ministries than previous generations—occasionally in their twenties or
early thirties. The idea that episcopal office requires decades of

preparation is challenged.

Portfolio Careers: They rarely have single-focus ministries. They pastor
churches while writing books, hosting podcasts, leading businesses,

speaking at conferences, offering coaching, and pursuing multiple

revenue streams.
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Informal Authority: Their authority comes more from influence than
from office, more from followings than from institutional position. They
may have thousands or millions of social media followers but oversee

relatively small churches or networks.

Transparency About Struggle: They share about mental health
challenges, marriage difficulties, financial pressures, and other
struggles in ways that previous generations would have considered

inappropriate for episcopal leaders.

Challenges This Generation Faces:

Legitimacy Questions: Older generations and traditional structures
question their legitimacy—Are they really bishops? Have they earned
episcopal recognition? Do they have the maturity and wisdom

episcopal office requires?

Sustainability Concerns: Their multi-focused, platform-centric
ministries raise questions about sustainability. Can they maintain their

pace? What happens when they burn out or when their platforms lose

relevance?
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Depth vs. Breadth: Their wide reach through digital platforms may
come at the cost of depth. Can they provide the deep pastoral care,
careful theological formation, and sustained oversight that episcopal

ministry traditionally required?

Accountability Gaps: Their independent, entrepreneurial approach
often means minimal accountability. Who challenges them? Who can

correct them if they veer into error or harmful practices?

Financial Pressure: Many face significant financial pressure—
supporting families while building ministries that may not generate
stable income, managing debt from education or church plants,
navigating expectations about episcopal lifestyle without traditional

denominational support.

Cultural Appropriation Concerns: Some younger Black bishops draw
heavily from white evangelical or prosperity gospel movements, raising
concerns about cultural appropriation or adoption of problematic

theology and practices.

Their Contribution:
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Despite challenges and controversies, younger bishops contribute

significantly:

They connect with generations that traditional churches struggle to
reach. Millennials and Gen Z who find traditional church irrelevant may

connect with younger bishops' authentic, innovative approaches.

They model transparency and vulnerability that makes ministry more
accessible and relatable. The perfect, untouchable bishop is replaced
by leaders who admit struggles and invite followers into real

discipleship.

They leverage technology effectively, reaching people globally and

creating communities that transcend geographic limitations.

They challenge assumptions about what episcopal ministry must look

like, creating space for diverse expressions that may prove more

effective in contemporary contexts.
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They push traditional structures toward necessary changes—toward
gender inclusion, toward justice emphasis, toward technological

competence, toward cultural relevance.

Succession in Practice: Case Studies

Examining specific succession scenarios illuminates intergenerational

dynamics:

Case Study 1: The Smooth Transition

When Bishop William Carter of Greater Faith Church in Chicago
announced his retirement at seventy-five, he had spent five years
intentionally preparing his successor. He identified his associate
minister, Rev. Dr. Thomas Wells, as having the vision, character, and
gifts needed for episcopal leadership. Carter gradually transitioned

responsibilities to Wells, included him in major decisions, introduced

him to key relationships, and provided ongoing mentoring.
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When Carter officially retired, Wells was consecrated as bishop and
assumed leadership with broad support from the congregation and the
church's network of affiliates. The transition was smooth, the church
continued to grow, and Carter remained available as a senior advisor

without interfering in Wells' leadership.

This represented successful succession—intentional preparation,
gradual transition, institutional continuity, and healthy boundaries

between the departing and incoming bishop.

Case Study 2: The Contested Succession

When Bishop Anthony Mitchell of Victory Ministries unexpectedly died
at sixty-two, he left no clear succession plan. Two associate ministers,
each with significant followings within the large congregation, both
claimed they should succeed Mitchell. Bishop Mitchell's widow and

adult children also wanted voices in determining succession, with the

widow suggesting she should become bishop.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

The result was a bitter conflict that split the church. One associate
minister left with approximately a third of the congregation to start a
new church. The other associate was eventually consecrated as bishop
by the remaining congregation but led a significantly weakened and
conflicted church. Mitchell's family remained alienated, and the
network of affiliate churches that had looked to Mitchell fractured, with

different churches aligning with different successors.

This illustrated the devastation that inadequate succession planning

can cause.

Case Study 3: The Nepotistic Succession

Bishop Robert Henderson of Community of Faith Ministries, upon his
retirement, immediately consecrated his son, Robert Henderson Jr., as
his successor despite the fact that other associate ministers were
older, more experienced, and arguably more qualified. The younger
Henderson had been groomed for succession from childhood, had

been given increasing responsibility in his twenties and thirties, and at

forty-two was consecrated as bishop.
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The congregation accepted this succession largely out of loyalty to the
elder Henderson and respect for the family, but several senior leaders
left quietly, feeling they had been passed over unfairly. The younger
Henderson faced ongoing questions about whether he earned his

position or simply inherited it.

Three years into his episcopacy, the younger Henderson was proving to
be an effective leader—innovative, capable of connecting with younger
generations, and maintaining the church's vitality. However, the
perception that he was handed the position rather than earning it

continued to affect his authority and leadership.

This illustrated both the advantages and problems of nepotistic
succession—continuity and prepared leadership balanced against

questions of fairness and merit.

Case Study 4: The Failed Succession
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Bishop Gloria Davis consecrated her associate minister, Rev. James
Wilson, as bishop coadjutor two years before her planned retirement,
intending a smooth transition. However, during those two years,
significant theological and practical differences between Davis and
Wilson became apparent. Wilson wanted to move the church in more
progressive theological directions, emphasize social justice more
explicitly, and make significant changes to worship style and

organizational structure.

Davis, feeling that Wilson was rejecting the foundation she had built,
attempted to block the planned succession. The resulting conflict
created chaos—the church's board was divided, the congregation was
confused, and legal disputes arose over who had authority to make

decisions about church leadership and property.

Eventually, Wilson left to start a new church, taking approximately half
the congregation with him. Davis remained as bishop of the original

church for several more years, with her planned retirement derailed by

the conflict and her church significantly weakened.
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This illustrated the importance of genuine alignment between outgoing
and incoming bishops and the dangers of assuming that technical

succession planning ensures smooth transitions.

The Wisdom Transfer Problem

A crucial challenge in intergenerational transitions is transferring

wisdom from senior to younger bishops:

What Needs Transfer: Senior bishops possess wisdom about:

 Navigating complex relationships and politics
 Making difficult decisions with inadequate information
« Sustaining ministry through long seasons of challenges
 Maintaining integrity under pressure

 Balancing competing demands and priorities
 Recognizing patterns and cycles in church life

» Managing crises effectively

 Building and maintaining healthy teams

 Stewarding power and authority responsibly

Why Transfer Is Difficult:
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Different Contexts: Wisdom developed in one context may not directly
apply to very different contemporary situations. Senior bishops'
experiences navigating pre-digital, pre-social media ministry may not

prepare younger leaders for current challenges.

Communication Gaps: Generational differences in communication
styles, cultural references, and assumptions can make effective
wisdom transfer difficult. Senior bishops may struggle to communicate

in ways that younger leaders receive.

Impatience: Younger leaders may be impatient with lengthy stories and
indirect teaching methods that senior leaders use. They want quick,

actionable insights rather than slow, relationship-based mentoring.

Pride and Independence: Some younger leaders' pride makes them
resistant to learning from elders. They may assume that older

approaches are irrelevant or that their innovation makes previous

wisdom unnecessary.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

Opportunity Gaps: Senior and younger bishops may lack regular,
sustained contact that would allow mentoring relationships to develop.
Informal wisdom transfer requires time and relationship that busy

schedules and different networks don't always permit.

Facilitating Wisdom Transfer:

Several approaches can facilitate intergenerational wisdom transfer:

Intentional Mentoring Programs: Creating formal structures where
senior bishops mentor younger leaders, with regular meetings, specific

topics, and accountability for the relationship.

Shared Leadership: Having senior and younger bishops co-lead
initiatives, conferences, or networks, creating contexts for working

together and learning from each other.

Oral History Projects: Recording senior bishops' stories, lessons

learned, and wisdom for posterity and for training younger leaders.

Conferences and Gatherings: Creating spaces where multiple

generations of bishops gather, interact, and learn from each other.
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Written Legacy: Encouraging senior bishops to write books, articles, or

teaching materials that capture their wisdom for future generations.

Reverse Mentoring: Having younger bishops teach senior bishops
about technology, contemporary culture, and new methods, creating

reciprocal learning relationships.

Generational Tensions and Mutual Critique

Intergenerational transitions involve not just neutral differences but

tensions and mutual critiques:

Senior Bishops' Critique of Younger Leaders:

"They lack depth—their emphasis on platform and visibility comes at
the cost of the deep spiritual formation, theological education, and

ministerial seasoning that mature leadership requires."

"They're too quick to reject tradition—they dismiss as irrelevant

wisdom and practices that have sustained the church across

generations simply because those approaches seem old-fashioned."
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"They lack institutional commitment—they're entrepreneurs building
personal brands rather than faithful servants building lasting

institutions that will serve beyond their individual ministries."

"They're undisciplined—they lack the discipline to sustain long-term
faithful service. They want quick results and immediate impact rather

than patient, sustained ministry."

"They don't understand authority properly—they're too casual, too
egalitarian, too willing to blur boundaries between leaders and

followers."

Younger Bishops' Critique of Senior Leaders:

"They're stuck in the past—they're so committed to preserving what
was that they can't see what needs to be for the church to remain

relevant and effective."

"They prioritize institutions over people—they care more about

maintaining denominational structures than about actually serving

people and meeting needs."
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"They're authoritarian—their emphasis on hierarchy, formality, and
episcopal authority creates distance and inhibits the authentic

relationships people need."

"They're complicit in injustice—their cautiousness about prophetic
advocacy and their accommodation to unjust systems make them

complicit in oppression."

"They're financially irresponsible—they built expensive denominational
structures and programs that current resources can't sustain rather

than developing lean, sustainable approaches."

The Need for Mutual Learning:

Both critiques contain truth and both contain exaggeration and

misunderstanding. The path forward requires:

Mutual Respect: Recognizing that different generations' approaches

reflect their contexts and that different approaches can all be

legitimate expressions of episcopal ministry.
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Humble Learning: Each generation acknowledging what it can learn
from others—younger leaders learning depth, tradition, and institutional
wisdom from elders; senior leaders learning innovation, cultural

relevance, and technological competence from younger leaders.

Charitable Interpretation: Assuming good faith rather than attributing
worst motives. Senior bishops are not all authoritarian dinosaurs;

younger bhishops are not all shallow narcissists.

Shared Mission: Focusing on shared commitment to the gospel, to the

church, and to serving people rather than on generational differences.

Gracious Disagreement: Disagreeing well when disagreement is
necessary, maintaining relationship even across differences of

approach and conviction.

The Role of Women in Intergenerational Transition

Women's increasing presence in episcopal leadership significantly

affects intergenerational dynamics:
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Breaking Through: Women bishops, particularly younger women,
represent generational and gender breakthrough simultaneously. Their
presence challenges both traditional male-only episcopacy and senior

generations' assumptions about leadership.

Different Challenges: Women bishops face challenges their male
counterparts don't—questions about their authority that male bishops
don't face, expectations to prove themselves that male bishops
escape, scrutiny of appearance and family choices that male bishops

don't experience.

Different Strengths: Many women bishops bring strengths shaped by
their experiences as women—collaborative leadership styles, attention
to pastoral care, commitment to justice shaped by experiencing
marginalization, ability to connect with women who constitute majority

of church members.

Mentoring Gaps: Women bishops often lack senior women bishops to
mentor them, since women's entry to episcopacy is recent. They must

be mentored by men (which has value but also limitations) or must

figure things out without episcopal mentors.
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Cultural Shifts: Women's presence in episcopal leadership both reflects
and advances cultural shifts toward gender equality. Their success
makes future women bishops' paths somewhat easier and changes

what congregations expect and accept.

Conclusion: Bridging Toward the Future

Intergenerational transitions in Black episcopal leadership are
navigating profound changes—in technology, culture, theology,
ecclesiology, and society. The distance between the oldest and
youngest generations of contemporary bishops is perhaps greater than
the distance between any previous generational transitions in Black

church history, reflecting the rapid pace of cultural and technological

change.
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Successfully navigating these transitions requires intentionality,
humility, and commitment from all generations. Senior bishops must
resist the temptation to simply lament decline and criticize younger
leaders, instead offering wisdom while recognizing that new contexts
require new approaches. Middle-generation bishops must continue
their bridge-building work, translating between generations and
modeling integration of tradition and innovation. Younger bishops
must respect what came before even as they innovate for the future,

learning from elders even as they create new paths.

The future of Black episcopal leadership depends significantly on how
well these intergenerational transitions are managed. Will wisdom be
preserved and passed forward, or will it be lost when senior bishops
pass away? Will younger leaders build on foundations laid by previous
generations, or will they start from scratch, repeating mistakes that
could have been avoided? Will different generations find ways to

collaborate and learn from each other, or will they fragment into

separate, competing expressions of episcopal ministry?
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These questions will significantly shape twenty-first-century Black
Christianity and the role of episcopal leadership within it. As we turn
next to examine the future of Black episcopal leadership and the
trends likely to shape coming decades, we recognize that
intergenerational dynamics will be among the most important factors

determining what that future looks like.
Chapter 21: The Future of Black Episcopal Leadership

Let me tell you about a conversation | had recently with three bishops
sitting around a table at a Waffle House in Atlanta at two in the
morning. (Yes, that's where real talk happens.) Bishop Raymond was
seventy-eight, wearing his clerical collar even at that hour. Bishop
Marcus was forty-five, scrolling through his phone between bites of
hash browns. And Bishop Jasmine was thirty-two, recording parts of

our conversation for her podcast.

"Y'all think this bishop thing is gonna survive another twenty years?"

Bishop Raymond asked, stirring his coffee slowly.



Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

Marcus looked up from his phone. "Survive? Man, we got more bishops
now than ever. The question is whether we know what we're doing with

all these bishops."

Jasmine laughed. "That's real. My grandmother goes to a church with a
'bishop’ who got ordained online. My pastor is a bishop. I'm a bishop.
Bishop Raymond here is a real bishop—been doing this for forty years.

But we're all calling ourselves the same thing."

That late-night conversation captures something important about
where Black episcopal leadership is heading. It's growing, changing,
fragmenting, innovating—sometimes all at once. And honestly? Nobody

knows exactly where it's going.

But let's talk about it anyway. Because even if we can't predict the
future perfectly, we can see some trends, spot some patterns, and

maybe make some educated guesses about what's coming.

The Digital Revolution Isn't Slowing Down
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First thing—technology is going to keep changing everything about how

bishops lead, and we haven't even scratched the surface yet.

Think about it: twenty years ago, most bishops' primary way of
reaching people was Sunday morning services and maybe a radio
broadcast. Today, a bishop can tweet something at 7 a.m. and have ten
thousand people respond by lunchtime. They can go live on Instagram
and preach to people in Lagos, London, and Los Angeles
simultaneously. They can create online courses, sell digital books, host
virtual conferences, and build entire ministries that exist primarily in

digital space.

And that's just what we have now. What's coming is going to be even

more transformative.

Virtual Reality Church: Yeah, | know it sounds like science fiction, but
it's coming. Imagine putting on VR goggles and attending a church
service where you feel like you're actually there—you can see other
people, interact with them, worship together—but nobody left their
living room. Some bishops are already experimenting with this. In ten

years? It could be normal.
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Al Assistants: Artificial intelligence is getting wild. We're not far from
bishops having Al assistants that can help them counsel people,
answer theological questions, manage schedules, even help write
sermons. That's both exciting and terrifying, right? Because where's the

line between helpful tool and replacing actual pastoral care?

Global Everything: The internet makes geography almost irrelevant. A
bishop in Birmingham can oversee churches in Nairobi, mentor a
pastor in Sdo Paulo, and counsel a member in Toronto—all before
breakfast. The old model of bishops overseeing specific geographic
regions is already breaking down. In the future, "jurisdiction” might

have nothing to do with physical location.

The Attention Economy: Here's the thing though—with all this
technology, bishops are competing for attention with Netflix, TikTok,
Instagram, YouTube, and literally everything else fighting for people's
eyeballs. The bishops who succeed will be the ones who figure out how
to be compelling in a world where everyone is three seconds from

scrolling to something else.
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Some of the older bishops | talk to find all this overwhelming. "Back in
my day," Bishop Raymond told me, "if you could preach and you had
integrity, that was enough. Now you gotta be a content creator, a social

media manager, and a tech support specialist on top of being a pastor."
He's not wrong. The job description is changing rapidly.
The Megachurch Bubble and What Comes After

Okay, let's talk about megachurches because they've dominated the
conversation about successful ministry for the last thirty years, and

that's shifting.

For a while there, bigger was definitely better. Pastors wanted to build
megachurches. Having thousands of members was the mark of
success. And a lot of those megachurch pastors became bishops,

using their success as validation of their episcopal calling.

But here's what's happening: the megachurch model is running into

some problems.
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Sustainability Questions: Building and maintaining a megachurch
requires enormous resources—the facilities, the staff, the programs,
the debt service on those massive buildings. When giving drops (and it
is dropping among younger generations), when attendance isn't
growing as fast, megachurches can find themselves in serious
financial trouble. I've watched several megachurches that seemed

unstoppable suddenly struggle or even collapse.

The Authenticity Craving: Younger people increasingly want authentic,
intimate community, not just impressive production value. They'd
rather be part of a church of two hundred where they actually know
people than a church of two thousand where they're anonymous. The
megachurch model's weakness has always been that it's hard to

provide deep community at scale.

The Scandal Factor: Too many megachurch bishops have fallen into
scandal—financial, sexual, doctrinal. Each scandal makes people more
skeptical of the megachurch model and the episcopal leadership that

goes with it. There's growing suspicion that maybe concentrating that

much power and money in one person's hands isn't healthy.
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So what's coming?

The Multi-Site Evolution: Some megachurches are staying big but
spreading out—one church meeting in multiple locations. This allows
for scale while creating smaller, more intimate environments. Bishops
leading multi-site churches function differently than traditional bishops
—they're not appointing pastors to independent churches but managing

campuses of one church.

The Micro-Church Movement: Some people are going the opposite
direction—small house churches, micro-congregations of twenty or
thirty people. These aren't replacing megachurches, but they're
growing. And interestingly, networks of these small churches are
developing episcopal-style leadership—bishops overseeing networks of

house churches.

The Hybrid Model: | think we'll see more churches that are medium-
sized physically but have massive digital reach. Maybe a church of five
hundred that meets in person but has twenty thousand people
engaging with their content online. What does episcopal leadership

look like in that context? Still figuring it out.
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Bishop Marcus, the middle-aged guy at Waffle House, runs a multi-site
church with five locations and a significant online presence. "I'm not
trying to build the biggest church," he told me. "I'm trying to build a
sustainable model that can actually make disciples, not just attract

crowds. But man, the pressure to go bigger is still real."

Women Aren't Going Back

Let's be straight about this: women are going to continue breaking into
episcopal leadership, and the denominations that keep excluding them

are fighting a losing battle.

| know that's controversial. | know some people reading this believe
deeply that the Bible restricts pastoral and episcopal office to men. I'm

not trying to start that debate here. I'm just telling you what | see

happening.
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The Demographics Are Clear: Women are the majority in most
churches. They do most of the ministry work. They often have the gifts,
the calling, and the qualifications for leadership. Excluding them from
official leadership while depending on their unofficial leadership
creates an obvious contradiction that more and more people are

questioning.

The Success Stories: Women who have become bishops are generally
proving effective. Vashti McKenzie in the AME Church, various women
bishops in independent networks, women leading in historically white
denominations—they're demonstrating that women can do this work,

and do it well. It's hard to maintain that women can't be bishops when

women bishops are out here succeeding.

The Generational Shift: Younger Christians, including younger Black
Christians, are way more egalitarian about gender than their parents
and grandparents. As they move into leadership, they're bringing

different assumptions about what women can and should do.
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The Brain Drain: Denominations and networks that exclude women are
losing talented women who could provide leadership. Those women
are going to contexts where they can be recognized—other
denominations, independent churches, their own church plants. That's

a significant loss.

Bishop Jasmine, the young woman at our Waffle House conversation,
said something that stuck with me: "l didn't set out to be controversial.
| just knew God called me to lead. The denomination | grew up in
wouldn't recognize that calling, so | left. And you know what? A bunch
of other talented women left with me. They're losing people they can't

afford to lose."

Now, here's the thing: this change is happening unevenly. Some
denominations and networks are moving toward full inclusion of
women in episcopal leadership. Others are doubling down on male-
only leadership. I think over the next twenty to thirty years, we'll see
increasing divergence—some expressions of Black Christianity will

have women bishops as normal and unremarkable, while others will

maintain exclusion as a matter of principle.
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But overall trajectory? More women in episcopal leadership, not fewer.
The Accountability Crisis Has to Be Addressed (Eventually)

We talked about the accountability problems in an earlier chapter, but
here's the future question: can these problems be solved, or are they

just going to keep getting worse until something breaks?

Because here's the reality: the accountability gaps in contemporary
Black episcopal leadership have produced real damage. People have
been hurt—spiritually, emotionally, financially, sexually. Scandals keep
happening. Trust keeps eroding. At some point, something's got to

give.

| see a few possible futures:
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The Market Solution: Maybe the "market" sorts this out. Bishops who
lack accountability eventually fail—they have scandals, lose followers,
and become cautionary tales. Meanwhile, bishops who operate with
integrity and genuine accountability succeed and become the models
others follow. The problem with this solution is that a lot of people get

hurt in the process, and some bad actors keep finding new audiences.

The Voluntary Network Solution: Maybe voluntary networks like the
Joint College of African-American Pentecostal Bishops become
stronger and more effective, creating meaningful peer accountability
for bishops who choose to participate. The problem is the "choose to
participate” part—bishops who most need accountability are least

likely to voluntarily submit to it.

The Denominational Advantage: Maybe traditional denominations with
built-in accountability structures experience a renaissance as people
get tired of independent bishops with no oversight. Young ministers

might start choosing denominational affiliation specifically because

they want the accountability structure, not just in spite of it.
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The Catastrophe Catalyst: Sometimes change comes only after
something really bad happens. Maybe a major scandal involving
multiple high-profile bishops creates such a crisis that it forces
structural changes. Nobody wants this, but sometimes that's how

change happens.

The Status Quo Continues: Or maybe nothing changes. Maybe people
accept that some bishops will have scandals, that accountability will
remain weak, and that this is just the cost of the entrepreneurial,

independent model of contemporary episcopacy.

| hope we move toward better accountability, but I'm honestly not sure
we will. The forces pushing against accountability—American

individualism, anti-institutional attitudes, bishops' resistance to

oversight—are strong.
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Bishop Raymond, with all his years of experience, was pessimistic.
"I've watched this same movie too many times. Somebody gets big,
gets prideful, thinks the rules don't apply to them, falls hard, hurts a
bunch of people, and then we all act shocked. Rinse and repeat. Until
we're willing to build real accountability structures with real

consequences, it's gonna keep happening."
The Money Conversation Is Getting More Uncomfortable
Let's talk about something awkward: bishop money.

For a long time, there's been this unspoken agreement that we don't
really talk about how much bishops make, what they own, how they're
living. Either "God's blessed them and you shouldn't question it" or
"that's between them and God" or "if you ask questions, you lack faith

and you're jealous."

But that's changing. People are asking more questions. Financial
transparency is becoming an expectation, not an intrusion. And

honestly, some of the bishop lifestyles are getting hard to defend.
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When your bishop is driving a Bentley and wearing a Rolex while people
in the congregation are struggling to pay rent, that's gonna create
tension. When church funds are being used in ways that seem primarily
to benefit the bishop personally, people are gonna ask questions. When
salaries and benefits aren't disclosed but the lifestyle suggests

significant compensation, people are gonna wonder.

Here's where | think this is going:

Transparency Pressure: There's going to be increasing pressure for

financial transparency. Churches and networks that resist transparency
are going to face more scrutiny and criticism. | think within the next ten
to fifteen years, financial opacity will become untenable for any bishop

wanting to maintain broad credibility.

Compensation Standards: | think we'll see development of standards or
guidelines for episcopal compensation—what's reasonable, what's

excessive, what should be disclosed. Right now it's the Wild West. That

can't continue indefinitely.
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Lifestyle Scrutiny: Bishops' lifestyles are going to face increasing
scrutiny, particularly with social media making everything visible. The
bishop who posts vacation photos from a private island while asking
the congregation to give sacrificially is going to face criticism that

previous generations of bishops didn't.

The Prosperity Gospel Reckoning: At some point, prosperity theology is
going to have to deal with the fact that it hasn't produced the results it
promised. Lots of faithful people who gave generously and believed
the promises didn't get the breakthroughs they were told to expect. The
theological framework justifying lavish episcopal lifestyles may face a

reckoning.

Now, | want to be clear: | don't think bishops should take vows of
poverty. Leading a large church or network is demanding work that
deserves fair compensation. Bishops should be able to provide for
their families, save for retirement, and live comfortably. The question is
where the line is between fair compensation and exploitation, between

blessing and excess.
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That line is going to be debated intensely in coming years. And | think
bishops who get on the right side of that debate early—choosing
transparency, restraint, and generosity over opacity, excess, and
accumulation—are going to be respected leaders. Those who don't?

They're gonna struggle.

The Post-Denominational Reality (But Denominations Survive

Somehow)

Here's something | find fascinating: we've been hearing about the
death of denominations for like thirty years now. "People don't care

about denominations anymore." "The future is non-denominational."
"Why would anyone join a denomination when you can be

independent?”

And yeah, denominations have declined. Denominational loyalty isn't

what it used to be. Young people don't choose churches based on

whether they're Baptist or Methodist or Pentecostal.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

But you know what? Denominations keep surviving. The AME Church,
COGIC, even the Full Gospel Baptist Fellowship—they're still here, still

functioning, still producing bishops through their structures.
| think the future is both/and rather than either/or.

Denominations Adapt: Traditional denominations that survive will be
the ones that adapt. They'll become less rigid, more flexible, more
comfortable with diversity. They'll maintain structure while allowing
more local autonomy. They'll provide resources and connection without

trying to control everything.

Hybrid Identities: More people will have hybrid identities—they're part
of a denomination but also connected to various networks,
conferences, and movements. Their bishop is denominational, but they

also look to other bishops for teaching and inspiration.
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Network Denominations: Some of what we call "networks" are
essentially functioning as new denominations—they have bishops, they
have structures, they credential ministers, they provide oversight. They
just don't call themselves denominations because that word feels old-

fashioned. But functionally? They're denominations.

The Loneliness Factor: Here's something people don't talk about
enough—being completely independent is lonely and hard. Bishops
without denominational connections lack support, lack colleagues who
understand their challenges, lack institutional resources. That
loneliness is going to push some independent bishops back toward

denominational or quasi-denominational affiliation.

Bishop Marcus made this point strongly: "I started out thinking |

wanted to be completely independent. Freedom, right? Do what | want,
answer to nobody. But man, | got lonely. | needed colleagues. | needed
people | could call when I didn't know what to do. That's why | affiliated

with a network. Yeah, | give up some independence, but what | gain is

worth it."
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So the future probably looks like: traditional denominations continuing
but smaller and more flexible, new quasi-denominational networks
providing structure without heavy bureaucracy, and a lot of

independent bishops who are more connected than truly independent.

The Worship Wars Continue (But Everything's More Blended)

The fights about worship style—traditional versus contemporary,
organs versus drums, hymns versus praise choruses—have been going

on forever, and they're not stopping anytime soon.

But here's what's changing: most churches are becoming more
blended. Even traditional denominational churches are incorporating
contemporary elements. Even contemporary churches are sometimes

reaching back to older liturgical traditions.

The bishops who thrive will be the ones who can navigate this—who
can honor tradition while embracing innovation, who can lead churches

that sing both "Amazing Grace" and whatever Chris Brown drops next

week.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

Multi-Generational Worship: Churches are figuring out how to do
worship that connects with seventy-year-olds and twenty-year-olds in
the same service. That's hard, but it's necessary if churches want to be

actually multi-generational rather than just saying they are.

Cultural Authenticity: There's a growing emphasis on authentic Black
cultural expression in worship rather than copying white evangelical
worship trends. Bishops who can lead their churches in worship that's
both contemporary and authentically Black—rather than just

contemporary and derivative—will stand out.

Liturgical Revival: Interestingly, some younger Christians are drawn to
more liturgical, formal worship. They want robes, they want readings,
they want structured liturgy. This isn't the majority, but it's a significant
minority. Some bishops are rediscovering liturgical traditions that

Black Protestantism has maintained and offering them to generations

that find them fresh and meaningful.
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The Production Paradox: High-quality production (lights, sound, video)
has become expected, but there's also pushback against worship that
feels like performance rather than participation. Balancing excellent
production with authentic worship is a challenge bishops are

navigating.

Bishop Jasmine shared something interesting about her church: "We
do two services. One is what you'd expect—contemporary worship,
great band, good production. But we also do a contemplative service
that's liturgical, quiet, meditative. Different people connect with God in

different ways. Why should we only offer one?"

That kind of flexibility—meeting people where they are rather than
insisting everyone worship the same way—seems like where things are

heading.
The Justice Integration Question

Here's a big one: How integrated will social justice work be with

episcopal ministry in the future?
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Right now, there's tension. Some bishops see prophetic advocacy for
justice as central to their calling. Others see it as a distraction from the
church's spiritual mission. Some emphasize personal transformation,
others systemic change. Some are comfortable with political

engagement, others avoid it.

But the pressure for justice integration is growing, particularly from
younger Christians who don't separate faith from justice the way

previous generations sometimes did.

Racial Justice: The #BlackLivesMatter movement, ongoing police
violence, persistent racial disparities—these aren't going away. Bishops
are going to be asked (or demanded) to speak to these issues, to lead

their churches in addressing them, to move beyond prayers to action.

Economic Justice: Income inequality, poverty, lack of affordable
housing, healthcare access—these economic justice issues affect

church members directly. Bishops who ignore economic struggles

while preaching prosperity are going to face increasing criticism.
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Environmental Justice: Climate change and environmental degradation
disproportionately affect Black communities. Some younger Christians
are pushing churches to care about creation care and environmental

justice. This is newer for Black churches, but it's growing.

Gender Justice: Women's rights, reproductive justice, domestic
violence—these issues are increasingly seen as faith issues, not just

political ones.

The bishops who lead effectively in coming decades will need to
navigate these justice issues thoughtfully. They can't simply ignore
them, but they also can't just adopt whatever the loudest voices

demand.

| think we'll see increasing divergence. Some bishops will move toward
integration of faith and justice, seeing them as inseparable. Others will

resist, seeing such integration as compromising the gospel. This will

create tension and probably division.
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But overall, | expect more justice emphasis, not less, particularly as
leadership transitions to younger generations who came of age during

movements like #BlackLivesMatter.

The Global Connection Gets Stronger

American Black churches aren't isolated from global Christianity
anymore. African churches are growing explosively. Caribbean
churches are vibrant. African diaspora communities in Europe are
establishing churches. And increasingly, these global expressions of

Black Christianity are connected.

African Partnership: American Black bishops are building partnerships
with African bishops, sometimes in formal denominations that span
continents (like the AME Church), sometimes through informal
networks. These partnerships go both ways—Americans learning from

African church growth, Africans learning from American organizational

experience.
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Immigration Impact: Immigration from Africa and the Caribbean is
changing American Black churches. Immigrants bring different cultural
expressions, different theological emphases, different expectations.
Bishops who can lead multi-cultural congregations that include
African-Americans, recent African immigrants, and Caribbean folks all

together—those bishops are developing crucial skills.

Reverse Mission: For centuries, American churches sent missionaries
to Africa. Now African churches are sending missionaries to America,
seeing American secularization as a mission field. Some African
bishops are establishing churches in American cities. How American

Black bishops relate to this development is still being worked out.

Global Networks: Technology enables truly global networks of bishops
connecting regularly, collaborating on initiatives, learning from each
other. A bishop in Atlanta can video call with a bishop in Lagos to

discuss church planting strategies, then connect with a bishop in

London about ministry to African diaspora communities.
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This globalization of Black Christianity is going to continue
accelerating. The future of American Black episcopal leadership can't
be understood in isolation from global Black Christianity. We're all

increasingly connected.
The Theological Battles That Are Coming

Let me be real: there are some theological fights coming, and they're

going to be messy.

LGBTQ+ Questions: This is the big one. Different Black churches and
bishops have very different positions on LGBTQ+ inclusion, same-sex
marriage, gender identity, etc. Some denominations are splitting or
threatening to split over these issues. Many younger Christians hold
very different views than their elders. This tension isn't going away—it's

intensifying.
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Prosperity Gospel: The prosperity gospel has dominated much of Black
Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity for decades. But there's
growing pushback, particularly as people who faithfully followed
prosperity teaching haven't seen promised results. The theological
battle over prosperity teaching is going to continue and probably

intensify.

Atonement and Hell: Some progressive bishops are questioning
traditional understandings of the atonement and hell. This creates
sharp disagreement with more conservative bishops who see these

doctrinal shifts as departing from essential Christianity.

The Bible's Authority: How scripture is read, interpreted, and applied—
these questions are creating divisions. Some bishops hold to
traditional biblical interpretation while others embrace more

progressive hermeneutics. This isn't going away.

Political Theology: How faith relates to politics, whether churches
should engage politically and how—these questions create significant

tension between bishops with different political convictions.
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| don't know how these theological battles will resolve. Maybe different
expressions of Black Christianity will simply go different directions
theologically, creating increasing diversity but also increasing
fragmentation. Maybe some new synthesis will emerge that finds ways
to hold together what currently seems incompatible. Maybe

denominations will split and new alignments will form.

What | do know is that bishops will be at the center of these debates,
and how they navigate them will significantly affect their ministries and

the communities they lead.

The Succession Crisis That's Already Here

Here's something most people aren't talking about enough: we have a

massive succession crisis coming (actually, it's already here).

Many senior bishops—in their seventies and eighties—are leading
major churches and denominations. They're going to retire or pass
away in the next ten to fifteen years. Who's replacing them? In too

many cases, we don't know, because succession planning has been

terrible.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

The Founder's Syndrome: Many megachurches and networks were built
around charismatic founding bishops. What happens when they're
gone? Often, decline or implosion. We've seen it repeatedly—church of
five thousand becomes church of fifteen hundred within a year or two

of the founding bishop's departure.

The Preparation Deficit: Not enough younger leaders are being
prepared for episcopal leadership. Many senior bishops haven't
invested in developing successors, either because they were too busy,
because they saw potential successors as threats, or because they just

didn't prioritize it.

The Different Skills Problem: The skills needed for contemporary
episcopal leadership are different from what previous generations
needed. Digital competence, cultural awareness, justice
consciousness, theological flexibility—younger bishops need skills

their mentors may not have emphasized or even possessed.
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The Inheritance Question: When bishops control significant property,
resources, or organizational structures, succession gets complicated
by inheritance questions, especially when family members feel entitled

to inherit leadership.

So what's going to happen?

Lots of Failures: We're going to see a lot of failed successions.
Churches that split or decline. Networks that fragment. Institutions
that struggle or collapse. This is painful, but it's probably inevitable

given how poorly most leaders have prepared for succession.

Emergency Situations: Many succession decisions will be made in
crisis—the bishop dies unexpectedly or becomes incapacitated, and
suddenly urgent decisions have to be made without adequate

preparation.

Creative Solutions: Some churches and networks will find creative
succession solutions—co-bishops, team leadership, outside

appointments. The traditional model of one bishop succeeded by one

new bishop might evolve into more diverse succession patterns.
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Denominational Advantage: Traditional denominations with
established succession processes will have an advantage here. When
an AME bishop retires, there's a process. When an independent bishop

with no structure passes away? Chaos.

Bishop Raymond brought this up at our Waffle House conversation: “I'm
retiring in three years. I've been trying to get my denomination to think
seriously about who comes after me. You know what's frustrating?
They're not really thinking about it. They'll scramble when I'm gone, but
they won't do the hard work now of preparing someone. It's

shortsighted."

He's right. And it's going to create a lot of problems.

The Mental Health Conversation We're Finally Having

This is newer, but it's important: we're starting to actually talk about

bishops' and pastors' mental health.
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For a long time, there was this unspoken expectation that bishops
should be superhuman—always strong, always faithful, never
struggling, never weak. If you admitted depression, anxiety, burnout, or
other mental health challenges, you were seen as lacking faith or being

unfit for leadership.
That's changing. Slowly, but it's changing.

The Burnout Reality: Episcopal ministry is exhausting. The demands
are relentless. The expectations are impossible. The criticism is
constant. Many bishops are burning out, and more are admitting it

publicly.

The Trauma Factor: Many bishops carry trauma—from racism, from
poverty, from abuse, from loss. That trauma affects their ministry, their
decisions, their relationships. We're starting to acknowledge this

instead of pretending bishops are unaffected by their wounds.
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The Vulnerability Movement: Some younger bishops are modeling
vulnerability—talking openly about their mental health struggles, their
therapy, their need for rest and renewal. This is controversial, but it's

also humanizing and permission-giving for others.

The Suicide Wake-Up: Several high-profile pastor and bishop suicides
have forced the church to recognize that ignoring mental health can be
literally deadly. This is creating more urgency around providing

support.
| think in the next ten to twenty years, we'll see:

» More bishops openly discussing mental health and modeling
healthy boundaries

« Development of support systems and resources specifically for
bishops and their mental health

» Decrease in the superhuman expectations that have made
episcopal ministry unsustainable for many

 Greater acceptance that seeking therapy, taking sabbaticals,

admitting struggles doesn't disqualify someone from leadership
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This shift is happening generationally. Older bishops sometimes
struggle with this new openness about mental health. Younger bishops
often embrace it. But overall, the direction is toward healthier, more

sustainable approaches to episcopal ministry.

Bishop Jasmine was passionate about this: "l refuse to pretend I'm
superhuman. | see a therapist. | take mental health days. | talk about
my anxiety. Some people think that makes me weak or disqualifies me
from being a bishop. Whatever. I'd rather be honest and healthy than

fake and breaking down."
So What's the Future Look Like?

Bringing all this together, what's the future of Black episcopal

leadership actually look like?

Here's my best guess, knowing that | could be completely wrong:
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More Diverse, Not More Unified: The diversity of episcopal expressions
will continue increasing. We'll have traditional denominational bishops,
independent network bishops, non-denominational bishops, virtual
bishops, specialized bishops—all coexisting, sometimes cooperating,

sometimes competing, rarely unified.

More Women, Despite Resistance: Women will continue achieving
episcopal positions in increasing numbers, though resistance will
remain significant in some contexts. We'll see more mother-daughter
episcopal pairs, more husbhand-wife bishop teams, more women

founding networks and consecrating other women.

More Technology-Integrated: Digital ministry will be fully integrated
into episcopal leadership. Bishops who can't navigate technology
effectively will struggle. Those who leverage it well will reach

audiences previous generations couldn't imagine.

More Justice-Oriented: Younger bishops will generally integrate justice
concerns more fully into their ministry than previous generations,

though significant diversity will exist on what justice means and how to

pursue it.
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More Accountable (Eventually): The accountability crisis will eventually
force changes. Whether through voluntary networks, market forces, or
catastrophic failures that demand reform, accountability will improve.

Slowly, unevenly, but improve.

More Transparent: Financial and personal transparency will become
more expected and normal. Bishops who resist will face increasing

scrutiny and criticism.

More Sustainable: The unsustainable pace and unrealistic
expectations of contemporary episcopal ministry will be challenged.
Healthier, more sustainable models will develop, though not without

resistance.

More Global: American Black episcopal leadership will be increasingly

connected to global Black Christianity, learning from and partnering

with African, Caribbean, and diaspora expressions.
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More Expensive: The cost of effective ministry—digital infrastructure,
quality staff, ongoing education, mental health support—will continue
rising. Bishops will need to be increasingly sophisticated about

finances and fundraising.

More Messy: The combination of all these trends means things will be
messier, more complicated, harder to understand and evaluate. The

clarity of previous eras won't return.

The Questions That Matter Most

But you know what? All these predictions about technology and trends

and changes might miss what matters most.

The real questions about the future of Black episcopal leadership
aren't primarily about structure or technology or numbers. They're

about character, faithfulness, and fruit.

Will future bishops be people of integrity who resist the temptations

that come with power and platform?
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Will they serve their people sacrificially or use their people to build

personal empires?

Will they speak truth even when it's costly, or will they tell people what

they want to hear?

Will they stay faithful through long seasons of faithfulness when

nothing dramatic is happening?

Will they develop younger leaders who can succeed them, or will they

hold power until they can't anymore?

Will they pursue justice even when it's uncomfortable, or will they

accommodate injustice for institutional peace?

Will they maintain theological integrity or will they compromise truth

for popularity or prosperity?

Will they build institutions that serve future generations or structures

that serve primarily their own success?
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These character questions matter more than any structural questions.
You can have perfect structures with corrupt leaders, and those
structures won't save you. You can have imperfect structures with

faithful leaders, and those leaders can accomplish remarkable good.

A Final Word (Not Really Final, But You Know)

That night at Waffle House, our conversation eventually wound down.
Bishop Raymond was tired—it was nearly four in the morning by then.
Bishop Marcus had to get up in a few hours for an early meeting.

Bishop Jasmine had gotten enough content for her podcast.

But before we left, Bishop Raymond said something | keep thinking

about;




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

"You know what? I've been doing this for forty years. I've seen a lot of
bishops come and go. I've seen great ones and terrible ones. I've seen
the church change in ways | couldn't have imagined when | started.
And here's what | know: God is faithful. The church survived worse
than whatever challenges are coming. Black folks have been leading
churches through slavery, through Jim Crow, through everything this
country threw at us. We'll figure out this technology thing, this

accountability thing, these theological debates. We always do."

He paused, smiled. "Course, it would be nice if we figured it out without

quite so much drama. But that's probably too much to ask."
We all laughed.

And that's kind of where I land on the future of Black episcopal
leadership. Yes, challenges are coming. Yes, changes are happening.

Yes, there will be failures and scandals and disappointments.
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But there will also be faithful bishops serving sacrificially. There will be
innovative leaders finding new ways to reach new generations. There
will be women breaking barriers and younger leaders bringing fresh
vision. There will be denominations adapting and networks forming.
There will be technology deployed effectively and traditions honored

appropriately.

The future of Black episcopal leadership isn't written yet. It's being
written right now by the bishops serving today and by those being

prepared to serve tomorrow. And if history teaches us anything, it's
that Black Christians are creative, resilient, faithful people who find

ways to lead effectively even in challenging circumstances.

So yeah, I'm hopeful about the future. Not naive—I see the problems
clearly. But hopeful. Because this tradition has survived and thrived for

more than two centuries, and it's not done yet.

The story continues. And honestly? | can't wait to see what the next

chapters hold.

Chapter 15: Conclusion - A Living Tradition
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On a warm spring evening in 2024, at a conference center in Dallas,
Texas, an unprecedented gathering took place. More than five hundred
Black bishops assembled for what organizers called the "Unity
Summit"—an ambitious attempt to bring together bishops from across
the diverse landscape of contemporary Black episcopal leadership.
The attendees represented a remarkable cross-section: elderly bishops
from the Church of God in Christ who had been consecrated during the
Civil Rights era; middle-aged bishops from the Full Gospel Baptist
Church Fellowship and similar independent movements; young bishops
from apostolic networks and non-denominational megachurches;
women bishops breaking barriers in traditions that had long excluded

them; and even a handful of Black bishops from historically white

denominations like the ELCA and the Episcopal Church.
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The diversity was stunning. Some wore traditional episcopal vestments
—elaborate robes, pectoral crosses, mitres—while others wore
business suits or even casual attire. Some arrived with large
entourages and security details; others came alone. Some led
denominations of millions; others oversaw small networks of a few
dozen churches. Some had earned doctoral degrees from prestigious
seminaries; others had minimal formal theological education. Some
preached traditional Pentecostal holiness; others taught progressive

theology that questioned traditional doctrines.

During the opening session, as bishops were invited to introduce
themselves and their ministries, the introductions took nearly three
hours. Each bishop's brief statement revealed both commonalities and
differences—all claimed the title "bishop," all exercised spiritual
authority over communities of believers, all saw themselves as serving
God's people. Yet the ways they understood and fulfilled episcopal

ministry varied so dramatically that an observer might have wondered

whether they were really describing the same office.
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This gathering—which produced no formal resolutions, no enforceable
standards, no unified organization—nevertheless represented
something significant. It acknowledged that Black episcopal
leadership in the twenty-first century is simultaneously unified and
fragmented, continuous and innovative, traditional and revolutionary. It
recognized that "bishop" in contemporary Black Christianity
encompasses extraordinary diversity while still maintaining connection

to a tradition stretching back more than two centuries.

This concluding chapter reflects on the journey we have traced from
Richard Allen to the present, considers what this history tells us about
Black Christianity and American religious life more broadly, examines
the enduring significance of episcopal leadership, and looks toward the

future of this living tradition.

From Richard Allen to the Present: The Arc of Black Episcopal

Leadership
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The story we have traced spans more than two centuries, from the
walkout at St. George's Methodist Episcopal Church in 1787 to the
proliferation of bishops in the early twenty-first century. Across these

two-plus centuries, several major movements can be identified:

The Founding Era (1787-1870): The establishment of independent
Black denominations with episcopal structures, beginning with Richard
Allen and the AME Church, continuing with the AME Zion Church, and
later including the CME Church after the Civil War. This era was
characterized by the radical act of Black Christians claiming the right
to govern themselves, build their own institutions, and consecrate their

own bishops in defiance of white supremacy that sought to deny them

agency and authority.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

The bishops of this founding era were revolutionaries whose primary
achievement was institutional creation—building denominations from
nothing, establishing constitutional structures, developing networks
across geography, and creating institutions that would survive their
founders. They demonstrated that Black people could build and
sustain complex organizations, could exercise legitimate religious
authority, and could produce leaders worthy of the highest titles and

responsibilities.

The Expansion Era (1870-1960): The growth and consolidation of
historic Black denominations, the emergence of the Church of God in
Christ and other Pentecostal episcopal bodies, and the expansion of
Black episcopal churches across the nation and internationally. This
era saw Black denominations reach maturity as institutions, establish
extensive networks of schools and social services, produce multiple

generations of episcopal leadership, and become central to Black

community life.
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The bishops of this expansion era were institution-builders who
strengthened and extended what founders had created. They navigated
the challenges of Jim Crow segregation, provided leadership during the
Great Migration, established churches in northern cities receiving Black
migrants, and maintained denominational vitality through enormous
social change. They demonstrated that Black episcopal structures
could adapt to new contexts while maintaining continuity with

founding visions.

The Reformation Era (1960-1994): The Civil Rights Movement's impact
on churches, the charismatic renewal that influenced many Black
churches, growing tensions within traditional denominations, and the
increasing sense that new structures were needed for contemporary
ministry. This era prepared the ground for the Full Gospel Baptist

Church Fellowship's revolutionary introduction of episcopal structures

into Baptist tradition.
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The bishops of this era navigated transitions—from rural to urban, from
regional to national, from traditional to contemporary. Some resisted
change; others embraced it. But collectively, this generation
experienced and managed transformations that would reshape Black

Christianity and create conditions for the next era's innovations.

The Proliferation Era (1994-Present): The explosion of episcopal
structures outside traditional denominations, beginning with the Full
Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship and accelerating through apostolic
networks, non-denominational churches, specialized ministries, and
women's breakthroughs. This era has been characterized by radical
decentralization, multiplication of bishops, diversification of episcopal

expressions, and democratization (or, critics would say, devaluation) of

episcopal titles.




Where Did All of These Bishops Come From

The bishops of this contemporary era are entrepreneurs and innovators
who have created new forms of episcopal ministry adapted to twenty-
first-century contexts. They leverage technology, build platforms,
create flexible networks, and function episcopally in ways their
predecessors might not even recognize as episcopal ministry. They
demonstrate that episcopal leadership remains attractive and viable

but requires continuous adaptation and reimagining.

Continuity Amid Change: What Endures

Despite the enormous changes across these two-plus centuries,

certain core realities have remained constant:

The Need for Oversight: Across all generations and expressions, Black
churches have recognized the need for oversight—for leaders who
provide guidance beyond the local congregation, who can resolve
conflicts, who can coordinate across multiple churches, who can
maintain standards and ensure accountability. Whether called bishops,

apostles, overseers, or presiding elders, the function has endured even

as the forms have varied.
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The Symbolic Power of Episcopal Office: From Richard Allen to
contemporary media bishops, the office of bishop has carried symbolic
weight beyond its functional responsibilities. Bishops symbolize Black
achievement, represent institutional legitimacy, embody spiritual
authority, and model possibilities for leadership and dignity. The
symbolic dimension of episcopal office has remained important even

as the specific symbols have evolved.

The Connection to Community Leadership: Black bishops have never
been merely ecclesiastical officials but have consistently functioned as
community leaders whose influence extended beyond church walls.
Whether advocating for abolition, supporting civil rights, addressing
urban poverty, or speaking to contemporary racial justice issues,
bishops have exercised public leadership rooted in but not limited to

their religious roles.
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The Tension Between Authority and Democracy: Black episcopal
structures have always navigated tension between hierarchical
authority and democratic accountability, between strong leadership
and congregational voice, between efficiency and participation.
Different denominations and eras have balanced these tensions

differently, but the tensions themselves have persisted.

The Centrality to Black Religious Life: Episcopal structures have
remained central to Black Protestantism even as other forms of church
governance have existed alongside them. The attractiveness of
episcopal leadership—its clarity, its dignity, its effectiveness—has

made it a dominant model that other traditions have sometimes

adopted even when it seemed foreign to their heritage.
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Adaptation and Innovation: Perhaps the most constant feature has
been capacity for adaptation. Episcopal structures that began as
copies of white Methodist episcopacy were adapted to serve Black
churches' specific needs. Those structures were further adapted as
churches moved from rural to urban, from South to North, from
regional to national. They were adapted again when Baptists embraced
bishops, when non-denominational churches adopted episcopal titles,
when women broke through gender barriers. The capacity for
innovation within tradition has enabled episcopal structures to remain

viable across dramatic social and cultural changes.

What This History Reveals About Black Christianity

The history of Black episcopal leadership illuminates broader truths

about Black Christianity in America:
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Institutional Sophistication: The ability of Black Christians to create
and sustain complex institutional structures—denominations with
millions of members, constitutional governance, property holdings,
educational institutions, publishing operations—contradicts racist
stereotypes that portrayed Black people as incapable of such
organizational sophistication. Black episcopal churches demonstrated

Black competence and capacity at the highest levels.

Theological Creativity: Black Christians have not merely received and
preserved theological traditions but have adapted, reinterpreted, and
innovated theologically. The development of distinctively Black
expressions of Methodist, Pentecostal, Baptist, and other traditions
shows theological creativity and agency. The theological arguments for
episcopal governance in various contexts demonstrate serious

theological engagement, not merely adoption of white structures.

Cultural Resilience: The survival and flourishing of Black churches
through slavery, Jim Crow, urban transition, and ongoing racism
demonstrates extraordinary cultural resilience. Episcopal structures

contributed to this resilience by providing stability, continuity, and clear

leadership through tumultuous changes.
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Diversity Within Unity: Black Christianity is not monolithic but
encompasses enormous diversity—theological, stylistic,
organizational. The multiple expressions of episcopacy, from
traditional denominations to contemporary networks, reflect this
diversity while maintaining connection to shared heritage and common

struggles.

Prophetic and Pragmatic: Black Christianity has combined prophetic
witness against injustice with pragmatic engagement with society as it
is. Bishops have both challenged unjust systems and worked within
existing structures to advance their communities' interests. This
prophetic-pragmatic combination has characterized Black religious

leadership across generations.

Gendered and Evolving: The long exclusion of women from episcopal
office, the struggles for women's inclusion, and women's eventual
achievements reveal how Black Christianity has reflected broader
cultural gender dynamics while also, slowly and unevenly, evolving

toward greater inclusion. The gender story is one of both oppression

and liberation, reflecting Black Christianity's complexity.
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The Enduring Significance of Episcopal Leadership

Why has episcopal leadership remained so significant across more
than two centuries of Black church history? Several factors explain its

enduring appeal and effectiveness:

Clarity and Efficiency: Episcopal structures provide clear lines of
authority and enable efficient decision-making. In contexts where
resources are limited and challenges are numerous, the ability to make

and implement decisions quickly is valuable.

Symbolic Power: The bishop, in robes and with ceremonial dignity,
provides powerful symbolic representation of Black achievement,
authority, and dignity. This symbolic dimension has remained

important across generations.

Institutional Continuity: Episcopal structures facilitate succession and
institutional continuity. When a bishop dies or retires, the office

continues, and established processes determine the next bishop. This

reduces the chaos that can accompany leadership transitions.
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Networking and Connection: Bishops connect churches and ministers
across geography, facilitating resource-sharing, mutual support, and
collaborative ministry. Episcopal structures create networks that

strengthen individual congregations.

Accountability Potential: Well-designed episcopal structures can
provide accountability that purely congregational governance lacks.
While contemporary independent episcopacy often operates with weak

accountability, the potential for meaningful oversight remains.

Adaptability: Episcopal structures have proven remarkably adaptable to
different theological traditions, cultural contexts, and generational
preferences. This flexibility has enabled episcopacy to remain relevant

even as other aspects of church life have changed dramatically.

Biblical and Historical Legitimacy: The ability to point to biblical
references to bishops and to historic Christian use of episcopal
structures provides legitimacy that purely contemporary innovations

might lack.

The Costs of Contemporary Proliferation
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While the proliferation of bishops in recent decades has demonstrated

episcopacy's vitality and adaptability, it has also come with costs:

Title Devaluation: When thousands claim the title "bishop” with varying
legitimacy, the title inevitably loses some of its meaning and prestige.
What once communicated specific achievement and authority now

communicates... what, exactly?

Accountability Gaps: The proliferation of independent bishops has
created a landscape where many exercise significant authority with

minimal accountability, enabling abuse and exploitation.

Public Confusion: The general public struggles to understand what
"bishop" means when it can refer to someone leading a denomination

of millions or someone pastoring a church of fifty.

Division and Competition: The multiplication of episcopal structures

has contributed to fragmentation in Black Christianity, with bishops

and networks competing for affiliation, attention, and resources.
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Scandal and Discrediting: The recurring scandals involving bishops—
financial impropriety, sexual misconduct, doctrinal error—damage not
only individuals and their congregations but the church's broader

witness and credibility.

Lost Wisdom: Rapid multiplication of new episcopal expressions
sometimes means disconnection from the wisdom and experience of
historic traditions, leading to repeated mistakes that might have been

avoided through learning from the past.

These costs are real and significant. They raise questions about
whether the contemporary explosion of episcopacy represents vitality

or dysfunction, innovation or chaos, democratization or degradation.

Looking Forward: The Future of Black Episcopal Leadership

What does the future hold for Black episcopal leadership? While

prediction is inherently uncertain, several trends seem likely to shape

coming decades:
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Continued Diversification: The diversity of episcopal expressions will
likely continue increasing rather than consolidating. Technology,
cultural change, and theological diversity all point toward continued

multiplication rather than movement toward uniformity.

Generational Transition: As senior bishops from historic
denominations retire and pass away, leadership will shift to
generations with very different understandings of episcopacy. This
transition will test whether historic denominations can adapt or
whether they will decline as younger leaders choose independent or

innovative structures.

Women's Increasing Presence: Despite ongoing resistance, women will
likely continue achieving episcopal positions in increasing numbers.
Demographic and cultural trends favor inclusion, and women's

demonstrated capability undermines arguments for continued

exclusion.
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Technology's Ongoing Impact: Virtual ministry, artificial intelligence,
social media evolution, and other technological changes will continue
transforming how bishops lead, how they connect with constituencies,

and what episcopal ministry looks like practically.

The Accountability Challenge: Growing awareness of accountability
gaps and recurring scandals may produce new efforts to create
meaningful accountability structures. Whether such efforts succeed or
whether the voluntaristic, anti-institutional character of contemporary

Christianity prevents effective accountability remains to be seen.

Possible Consolidation: While diversification seems more likely, it's
possible that the costs of extreme fragmentation could produce
movement toward consolidation—independent bishops and networks
forming larger associations, denominations merging or partnering, or

new structures emerging that provide connection across current

divisions.
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Global Dimensions: Increasingly, American Black episcopal leadership
will be connected to African, Caribbean, and other international
expressions of Black Christianity. Global networks and partnerships
will shape how American bishops understand and practice their

ministry.

The Post-Christian Challenge: As American society becomes less
Christian, as church attendance declines, and as religious affiliation
weakens, bishops will lead in a context different from anything
previous generations experienced. This may require fundamental

reimagining of what episcopal ministry means and how it functions.

Justice Integration: Contemporary movements for racial justice,
economic equity, environmental sustainability, and other concerns will
likely become increasingly integrated into episcopal ministry. The

prophet-pastor tension will persist, but the balance may shift toward

greater prophetic emphasis.
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Economic Pressures: Economic challenges—declining giving, reduced
denominational resources, increased costs—will force bishops to lead
with fewer resources and to develop sustainable models that don't

depend on institutional wealth or constant growth.

The Perennial Questions

As Black episcopal leadership evolves, certain perennial questions will

persist, requiring ongoing engagement:

Authority and Freedom: How can churches maintain the strong
leadership and clear authority that episcopal structures provide while
also honoring congregational autonomy, individual conscience, and
democratic voice? The tension between authority and freedom is

permanent, requiring constant negotiation.

Tradition and Innovation: How can churches honor tradition, preserve
wisdom from the past, and maintain continuity with their heritage while
also innovating, adapting to new contexts, and speaking to

contemporary generations? The balance between tradition and

innovation must be continually recalibrated.
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Unity and Diversity: How can Black Christianity maintain some sense of
unity and common identity while honoring the enormous diversity of
theological conviction, cultural expression, and organizational
preference? What holds diverse expressions together as "Black church"

or "Black episcopal tradition"?

Standards and Accessibility: How can meaningful standards for
episcopal office be maintained while also allowing for accessibility and
democratization? If only a tiny elite can become bishops, the office
seems exclusionary; if anyone can become a bishop, the title becomes

meaningless.

Institution and Spirit: How can churches build and maintain institutions
that provide stability and continuity while also remaining open to the
Spirit's movement, to prophetic critique, and to necessary change?

Institutions can ossify, but pure spontaneity cannot sustain across

generations.
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Serving and Being Served: How should bishops understand their role—
primarily as servants who give themselves for their people, or as
leaders entitled to honor, support, and appropriate compensation? The
tension between servant leadership and legitimate recognition and

support of leaders is ongoing.

These questions have no permanent answers but require each
generation to engage them thoughtfully and to find ways forward that

honor competing legitimate concerns.
The Ultimate Evaluation: By What Standard?

How should Black episcopal leadership be evaluated? What standard
should determine whether bishops and episcopal structures are

succeeding or failing?

Different standards produce different assessments:
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Institutional Growth: If success is measured by membership numbers,
churches planted, budgets increased, and institutions built, then many
contemporary bishops are succeeding remarkably—building

megachurches, expanding networks, increasing resources.

Spiritual Depth: If success is measured by depth of discipleship,
spiritual maturity of believers, and transformation into Christlikeness,
then the evaluation becomes more complex and perhaps less positive.
Are large numbers and impressive structures producing deep

disciples?

Social Impact: If success is measured by impact on communities,
advancement of justice, service to the poor, and addressing social
problems, then some episcopal leadership succeeds remarkably while

other expressions focus primarily on attracting members and building

institutions.
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Faithfulness to Scripture: If success is measured by biblical
faithfulness, then evaluation depends on one's interpretive framework
and theological convictions. Different evaluators with different
theological commitments will assess the same episcopal leadership

very differently.

Cultural Influence: If success is measured by cultural influence—
shaping public discourse, affecting policy, modeling alternatives to
dominant culture—then many contemporary Black bishops succeed
significantly, particularly those with major media platforms and public

visibility.

Institutional Sustainability: If success is measured by creating
institutions that will serve future generations, then historic
denominations with their constitutional structures and institutional

stability succeed in ways that personality-driven contemporary

ministries may not.
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Ultimately, the most important standard is the one articulated by
Jesus: "By their fruit you will recognize them" (Matthew 7:16).
Episcopal leadership should be evaluated by its fruit—the kinds of
disciples it produces, the communities it builds, the justice it
advances, the love it embodies, the faithfulness it demonstrates, the

glory it brings to God.

By this standard, Black episcopal leadership shows mixed results. The
tradition has produced saints and has enabled exploitation. It has built
institutions serving millions and has facilitated personal empire-
building. It has advanced justice and has accommodated injustice. It
has demonstrated the gospel's power and has sometimes obscured

the gospel through scandal and worldliness.

The work of evaluation, like the work of episcopal ministry itself, is

ongoing.

Final Reflections: A Living Tradition
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Black episcopal leadership is not a museum piece to be preserved
unchanged but a living tradition—continuous with the past but adapting
to the present and evolving toward the future. Like all living things, it
grows, changes, produces new expressions, and sometimes requires

pruning of dead or harmful growth.

The story traced in this book—from Richard Allen's revolutionary act of
establishing the AME Church to the contemporary proliferation of
bishops across diverse contexts—is a story of remarkable vitality,
creativity, adaptation, and endurance. It is also a story of problems,

failures, abuses, and ongoing challenges.

Black episcopal leadership has been and remains significant for

several fundamental reasons:

It has provided leadership structures that enabled Black Christians to
build and sustain institutions serving their communities across

generations.

It has embodied and modeled Black excellence, dignity, and authority

in a society that systematically denied these to Black people.
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It has connected congregations across geography, facilitating

networks of mutual support and collaborative ministry.

It has maintained continuity with historic Christianity while developing

distinctively Black expressions of ancient traditions.

It has produced leaders who have influenced not only churches but
broader society, speaking to justice, advocating for the oppressed, and

providing moral leadership.

It has adapted across enormous changes—from slavery to freedom,
from rural to urban, from regional to national, from traditional to digital

—demonstrating remarkable flexibility and innovation.

As Black Christianity moves deeper into the twenty-first century,
episcopal leadership will continue to evolve. New forms will emerge;
some current expressions will fade. Technology will continue

transforming how bishops lead. Cultural changes will require

adaptations. New challenges will demand innovative responses.
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Through all these changes, the core functions that have made
episcopal leadership valuable will likely endure: providing oversight,
maintaining standards, building institutions, connecting networks,
modeling leadership, embodying authority, and serving people. The
specific forms may change dramatically, but the underlying needs that

episcopal structures address will persist.

The question is not whether Black churches will have bishops but what
kinds of bishops they will have—what theology will shape episcopal
ministry, what accountability structures will protect against abuse,
what preparation will equip bishops for their responsibilities, what
cultural expressions will characterize episcopal leadership, what
balance will be struck between tradition and innovation, what fruit will

demonstrate faithful episcopal service.

These questions will be answered not through abstract theorizing but
through the concrete practices of bishops and churches, through the
successes and failures of actual episcopal leadership, through the

wisdom and folly of real human beings attempting to serve God and

God's people through this ancient yet ever-new office.
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The tradition continues. From the sixteen delegates who gathered in
Philadelphia in 1816 to consecrate Richard Allen as the first AME
bishop, to the five hundred bishops who gathered in Dallas in 2024
seeking unity amid diversity, the story of Black episcopal leadership
goes on—a living tradition, rooted in the past, engaged with the
present, and moving toward a future that will bring both continuity and

change.

May that future be marked by faithful service, may the bishops who
shape it be people of integrity and wisdom, may the churches they lead
flourish in holiness and justice, and may the tradition that Richard Allen
and countless others built across more than two centuries continue to

serve God's purposes for generations yet to come.

The story is not finished. The final chapter has not been written. The

living tradition lives on.
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In "Where Did All of These Bishops Come From," the rapid rise of
within African American independent and non-denominational ct
examined, revealing a complex interplay of leadership, accountal
institutional continuity. The book highlights both the empowering
episcopal structures in fostering community and the risks of pov
that can lead to abuse and exploitation. With a balanced perspec
readers to consider the historical roots, contemporary practices,
possibilities that shape the Black church landscape today.



