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The Rt. Rev. John Melville Burgess,
retired bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of
Massachusetts and the first African-
American diocesan bishop in the Episcopal
Church, died Aug. 24 in Vineyard Haven.
He was 94.

Burgess stood among the last of the
Episcopal Church's great progressive bish-
ops of the 20th century. He was known for
his witness for inclusion of racial minorities
in church and society and carried out a life-
long ministry of promoting the welfare of
the urban poor, always working to draw his
church outside itself. 

“I just wanted to prove that the Episcopal
Church could be relevant to the lives of the
poor,” he said in a 1992 interview. 

Born in Grand Rapids, Mich., in 1909, he
was ordained to the priesthood in 1935.
Burgess began his ordained ministry at his
home parish, St. Phillip's Church in Grand
Rapids, and was then given charge of the mis-
sion church of St. Simon of Cyrene in Lincoln
Heights in the Cincinnati area, which he
described as “the poorest of the poor.” From
St. Simon, he administered a social services
center, medical clinic and day school in an
effort to make the church a place that minis-
tered to the whole person. His experiences at
St. Simon, coupled with his activism along-
side the region's auto workers toward integra-
tion of organized labor, helped shape him as
one who understood the concerns of working
people and the poor and, later, as a bishop who
provided unusually effective leadership across
lines of race and class.

On Sept. 22, 1962, Burgess was elected

bishop suffragan (an assisting bishop) of the
Episcopal Diocese of Massachusetts on the
first ballot. He was honored by Time maga-
zine in January 1964 with other African-
Americans who had “broken barriers,
earned positions of trust and become part of
the leadership community in the U.S.”

On June 7, 1969, the diocese elected him
bishop coadjutor, to succeed the Rt. Rev. Anson
Phelps Stokes, Jr., as the diocese's 12th bishop,
making him the first African-American in the
Episcopal Church to head a diocese. 

Bishop Burgess never lost hold of his
vision for what the church could be.  In a
2000 interview, he reiterated: “I would hope
that our congregations would feel responsible
toward inviting people of all kinds into their
membership and not feel that certain people
are our kind. Our kind must be all people.”  

Survivors include his wife, Esther, two
daughters three grandchildren and two
great-grandchildren. His sister, Elizabeth
Kelly, is a member of Grace Church,
College Hill.

Episcopalian named as
transitional leader for Liberia

(ACNS) The new leader for the transi-
tional government in Liberia was named on
Aug. 21 after a 72-hour selection process in
the country's capital, Monrovia. Charles
Gyude Bryant, 54, who has been described
as a “mild-mannered businessman” studied
economics at Cuttington College and is
chairman of the board of trustees of the
Episcopal Church in Liberia.

Backed by both the rebels and the govern-
ment, Bryant aims to lead Liberia into peace
after 14 years of violent conflict. The admin-
istration will assume control from  Oct. 14

until the elections take place in October 2005.
Calling for a “cooling-off period” to end

a civil war that has destroyed the nation’s
infrastructure and created a huge refugee
problem, Bryant acknowledged that the
government faced monumental problems.
Among these are 450,000 displaced people
living in Monrovia amid a crippling scarci-
ty of food, water and medicine; an 85 per-
cent unemployment rate; and thousands of
still-armed combatants.

He said his priorities were to work with
the United Nations to hold elections, to
demobilize fighters, to establish and main-
tain order, and to restore basic services,
such as electricity.

World Council of Churches
elects new leader

(ENS) The Central Committee of the
World Council of Churches (WCC) has
elected its first African to serve as general
secretary of the 342-member ecumenical
fellowship. 

The Rev. Sam Kobia of the Methodist
Church in Kenya has extensive experience
in ecumenical circles. Currently director
and special representative for Africa on the
WCC staff in Geneva, he was executive of
the WCC’s unit on justice, peace and cre-
ation and directed programs dealing with
theological and social issues. He was also
general secretary of the National Council of
Churches in Kenya and chaired peace talks
in the Sudan.

Underscoring the organization’s primary
purpose “to call one another to visible unity,”
Kobia also added an African saying: “If you
want to walk fast, walk alone. But if you
want to go far, walk together with others.”

First of all, let me say I am not an
expert on this subject, as my Ph.D. is
for biblical studies, not Middle Eastern
studies. But I have read much and also
taught “Introduction to Islam” for
years.  With that disclaimer out of the
way, I will proceed.

There is not simply one reason for
hostility to America and the West. But
perhaps the best general answer is the
current dominance of the West over the
Islamic world. No one likes being
weaker or dominated, but that is the sit-
uation of the Islamic world in relation
to “the West.” The world’s leading
countries economically, militarily, and
culturally are the U.S., Europe, and
Japan—none of them Islamic countries.

It didn’t use to be that way. There
was a time when all (or most) of the
world’s leading countries were Muslim

countries.  But
in recent cen-
turies, Europe
and now
America have
dominated the
Islamic world,
and this is pro-
foundly humil-
iating for
m a n y
M u s l i m s .
Much of the
“Muslim rage”
comes out of
this sense of

humiliation and injustice. 
One particularly egregious case of

wrongful non-Muslim dominance over
Muslims is the modern State of Israel.
Israel’s treatment of the mostly-
Muslim Palestinian Arabs and, for
many, Israel’s very existence as a
Jewish state in the traditionally Islamic
world, is an outrage not to be endured.
The inability to remove the Jews from
the lands of the Arabs and the holy
places of Palestine and restore Muslim
sovereignty is deeply humiliating for
many. It is seen as an example of the
wrongful dominance of the non-
Muslim Jewish/ Christian West over

Muslims.
But Israel is one example of Muslim

subjugation and humiliation. Even
though colonialism has receded and
independence has come to Muslim
countries, the U.S. is the only super-
power and dominates the world mili-
tarily and economically. And U.S. cul-
ture has spread over the globe and is
changing people’s traditional way of
life and destroying their native cul-
tures. So those in the Islamic world
who do not embrace American and
Western culture feel threatened by it
and angry at its inroads. They see their
whole way of life being endangered by
foreign, Western, non-Muslim influ-
ences.   

For an analogy, think of the resent-
ment and resistance of conservative
white Southerners in the U.S. to the
imposition of desegregation and more
recently to federal rulings insisting on
the separation of church and state (the
Montgomery Ten Commandments
monument controversy) and invalidat-
ing anti-sodomy laws. If you think
about it, conservative Christians and
conservative Muslims are very similar
in their reaction to the modern world,
seeing it as godless and threatening to
the very structure of their society.

The Rev. William G. Gartig will answer your
questions about the Bible, Episcopal life
and other religious subjects. Send ques-

tions to 2146 Cameron Ave. Apt. 5,
Cincinnati, OH 45212-3631 or at gartig-

wg@episcopal-dso.zzn.com.
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S C H O L A R ’ S  C O R N E R
The question we heard so

often after 9/11 was: “Why do
they hate us so?” That’s my
question. Why is there such
anti-Western sentiment in the
Islamic world? Even if it does-
n’t always result in acts of vio-
lence, anti-Americanism seems
rampant. Why?

A response:
In “Scholar’s Corner,”William Gartig correctly
noted that “The Rapture” is a relatively recent
fabrication. It was introduced from England and
Scotland, but it became a doctrine of American
Fundamentalism through the enshrinement of
Scoffield’s Bible which imposes a dispensation-
al framework on Scripture. Jesus told his follow-
ers that no one knows the time or the day of
his return.As an Episcopalian, I do not hold to
dispensationalism.However I do believe that
Christ will return for his bride, the Church. The
image of bride and groom,which receives con-
siderable treatment in the Bible, is potent
because it speaks of a future consummation.
Sadly many Episcopalians don’t believe that
Christ will return though we recite this tenant of
faith in the Nicene Creed. I am concerned that
the Episcopal Church has cast aside many of
the evangelical beliefs that once gave vitality to
our church.

The Rev. Alice C. Linsley
Rector, St. Andrew, Lexington


