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PASTORAL LETTER
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To the People of God of the Episcopal Diocese of the Virgin Islands,

“That they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and | am in you, may
they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me.”
John 17:21 (NRSV)

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord Jesus
Christ.

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

With a heart full of gratitude to God and encouraged by the deep
pastoral affection | hold for each one of you, | write to our entire
diocesan family: priests, deacons, lay leaders, members of our
congregations, children, young people, and older adults. Every one
of us, without exception, is part of this portion of God's people that
journeys together in the Virgin Islands and has been called, by the
grace of the Holy Spirit, to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ in word
and deed.

From the day | accepted the call to serve as Provisional Bishop of this
beloved Diocese, | have sought to understand before leading, to listen
before speaking, and to walk alongside you before pointing the way
forward. | firmly believe that the episcopal ministry consists not only
in teaching and governing, but also in discerning the presence of the
Holy Spirit in the life of the People of God. A bishop is called to guard
the apostolic faith, strengthen the communion of the Church, and
encourage all the baptized to participate fully in the mission Christ has
entrusted to his Church.
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It is in that spirit of communion and hope that | write this Pastoral
Letter.

My purpose is not simply to offer personal reflections or to present
an administrative agenda. Rather, | wish to invite our entire Diocese
to embark upon a spiritual journey of renewal, reconciliation, and
mission—a journey we can undertake only if we walk together,
listening to the voice of the Good Shepherd and allowing ourselves to
be transformed by the grace of God.

We are living through a decisive moment in the history of our Diocese.
Every period of transition brings challenges, but it also offers an
opportunity to rediscover God's faithfulness. Throughout salvation
history, the Lord has never abandoned his people. When there seemed
to be no way forward, he opened the sea. When Israel wandered
through the wilderness, he brought forth water from the rock. When
the disciples were paralyzed by fear, the Holy Spirit descended upon
them and transformed them into courageous witnesses to the Gospel.

[ firmly believe that this same Spirit continues to work among us today.

For that reason, | have chosen to entitle this Pastoral Letter Gathered
in Fellowship. This is more than an invitation to improve our personal
relationships. Itis a call to rediscover our deepest identity as members
of the Body of Christ, united by one Baptism, nourished by one Bread,
and sent forth to share in one mission.

Christian fellowship is not merely the fruit of our own human efforts. It
is a gift from God and, at the same time, a vocation that we are called
to nurture each day.

Listening Before Speaking

Since arriving in this Diocese, | have tried to devote more time to
listening than to speaking.

| have listened to members of the clergy, lay leaders, vestries, those
who faithfully serve in our congregations, and people of every
generation. | have heard stories filled with hope, as well as testimonies
marked by pain. | have encountered people deeply committed to the
mission of the Church, generous in their service and filled with love for
Jesus Christ.
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| have also encountered wounds that have not yet healed. | have
sensed weariness, uncertainty, distrust, and, in some cases, a profound
feeling of discouragement. | know that many have suffered because of
conflicts, misunderstandings, and divisions that have affected the life
of our Diocese over recent years. | do not ignore that reality. Nor do |
wish for us to remain captive to it.

The Gospel never invites us to live imprisoned by the past. The Risen
Christ always comes to meet his disciples in order to open before them
a new horizon. So it was with the disciples on the road to Emmaus.
They walked in disappointment, convinced that everything had come
to an end. Yet the Lord walked beside them, even though they were
unable to recognize him. Only when they allowed him to speak to
them and to break bread with them were their eyes opened and their
hope restored.

| believe that the Lord continues to walk with our Diocese today.
Therefore, | write these words not to judge the past or to assign blame.
Each of us stands ultimately before the mercy of God alone. What truly
matters is how we respond to the question that the Holy Spirit asks of
the Church today:

What is the Lord asking of us at this moment in our history?

| am convinced that the answer is not found merely in reorganizing
structures or resolving administrative challenges. Those matters are
important and must be addressed responsibly. Yet the renewal God
desires begins much more deeply: it begins within the heart of every
believer.

As the prophet Isaiah reminds us:

“Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old. | am
about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?”
(Isaiah 43:18-19)

Our eyes must be fixed on that future which God is already preparing
for us.
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One People Called by God

As we reflect on the future of the Church, there is a temptation to
focus exclusively on programs, structures, or resources. Yet before
asking what we are called to do, we must first remember who we are.

Our identity is not rooted in our institutions or even in our traditions,
precious as they are. Our identity is rooted in the love of God.

We are the People of God.
We are the Body of Christ.
We are the living Temple of the Holy Spirit.

Through Holy Baptism we have been incorporated into Christ and
made members of his Church. There we received a dignity that no one
can give or take away: the dignity of being sons and daughters of God
and participants in the mission of Jesus Christ.

The Book of Common Prayer reminds us that all the baptized share in
Christ's ministry. In the Baptismal Covenant we promise to continue
in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and
in the prayers; to persevere in resisting evil; to proclaim by word and
example the Good News of God in Christ; to seek and serve Christin all
persons, loving our neighbor as ourselves; and to strive for justice and
peace among all people, respecting the dignity of every human being.

These promises do not belong to the clergy alone. They are the
commitment of the whole Church.

Likewise, the ministry of the laity is:

“To represent Christ and his Church; to bear witness to him wherever
they may be; and, according to the gifts given them, to carry on Christ's
work of reconciliation in the world.”

The ministry of bishops, priests, and deacons exists to equip,
encourage, and strengthen the People of God for the exercise of this
shared mission.

As Saint Paul writes:

“There is one body and one Spirit... one Lord, one faith, one Baptism,
one God and Father of all.” (Ephesians 4:4-6)

This vision transforms the way we understand the Church.
No one is merely a spectator.

No one possesses the whole truth.
No one can say, “l have no need of you.”
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Every baptized person has received gifts of the Holy Spirit for the
common good. When one member suffers, the whole Church suffers.
When one serves with joy, the whole Church is strengthened. When
one congregation flourishes, the entire Diocese gives thanks to God.

Our shared baptismal responsibility is not an organizational strategy.
It is the concrete expression of the communion God has willed for
his Church. Therefore, our first commitment is not simply to work
together.

Our first commitment is to learn once again to live as brothers and
sisters in Christ.

Before Doing, We Must First Become

Precisely because we all share one baptismal vocation, the renewal
of our Diocese cannot begin merely with new programs, improved
structures, or administrative changes. All of these have their place and
are important. Yet the true renewal of the Church always begins in a
deeper place: within the hearts of those who make up the Church.
Before asking what we must do, we must ask who God is calling us to
become.

That is the fundamental question of the Gospel. Jesus did not begin his
ministry by handing his disciples a strategic plan. Before sending them
into mission, he first called them to remain with him. He formed them
in prayer, taught them to listen to God's Word, shared the table with
them, and revealed through his own life that the way of the Kingdom
is the way of humility, service, and love. Discipleship always comes
before ministry.

Communion always comes before mission, and conversion of heart
always precedes authentic renewal. First and foremost, we are
disciples of Jesus Christ and disciples never cease to learn.
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They learn to listen before speaking.

They learn to understand before judging.

They learn to serve before seeking to be served.
They learn to forgive before clinging to resentment.
They learn to build bridges where others erect walls.

They learn to trust God even when the path ahead seems uncertain.

The Church described in the Acts of the Apostles offers us a luminous
image of this reality. Its fruitfulness did not arise from perfect
organization but from a community deeply united around Christ:

“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the
breaking of bread and the prayers.”
(Acts 2:42)

That first Christian community understood that the strength of the
Church depends, above all else, not upon its human resources, but
upon its faithfulness to the Lord.

We, too, must return to those same sources. We must rediscover the
joy of gathering to hear the Word of God.

We must once again find in the Holy Eucharist the center of our
common life. We must recover the silence of personal and corporate
prayer. We must allow ourselves to be formed anew by Holy Scripture
and by the living wisdom of the Church.

For only a Church that abides in Christ can bear lasting fruit.
Our Lord himself reminds us:

“Abide in me as | abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself
unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me.”(John
15:4)

Perhaps the greatest challenge before us today is not simply to
organize ourselves more effectively, but to fall in love with Jesus Christ
once again. Too easily we can become occupied with the work of the
Church while neglecting our relationship with the Lord of the Church.

We may discuss projects, administer resources, attend meetings, and
yet lose sight of the One who gives meaning to all that we do: our
friendship with Christ.

Without that living relationship, even our finest initiatives eventually
grow weary. With him, even our limitations can become instruments
of grace.

For this reason, before embarking upon new pastoral initiatives, we
are called to renew our own spiritual lives.
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Before seeking to transform the Diocese, let us allow the Holy Spirit to
transform our own hearts. Before asking others to change, let each of
us ask what change God is asking of us.

The renewal we long for will begin on the day every baptized person
once again says, with humility and trust:

“Lord, here | am. Make me an instrument of your peace, your
reconciliation, and your love.”

If we become a Church deeply rooted in Christ, everything else will
find its proper place. Our decisions will be guided by the wisdom of
the Spirit; our differences will cease to divide us and instead become
opportunities for mutual enrichment; our ministries will flourish, and
our mission will bear fruit that endures.

For the Church transforms the world not by the strength of its
structures, but by the holiness of its members and the faithfulness of
their witness. The future of our Diocese will depend less upon all that
we are able to accomplish and far more upon our willingness to be
transformed by the grace of God. Only a Church that abides in Christ
can walk together, be joyfully reconciled, and proclaim the Gospel to
the world with credibility.

“See How They Love One Another”

The first Christians did not transform the world through power or
privilege. Their greatest witness was the quality of their relationships.
Those who observed them were moved to say:

“See how they love one another!”

This remains one of the most beautiful descriptions of the Church. It
was not the result of a perfect community, but of men and women
who, transformed by the grace of God, learned day by day to love,
forgive, and support one another.

| ask myself, with humility, whether those who visit our congregations
today would be able to say the same.
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Final Exhortation

Beloved brothers and sisters in Christ,

As we look ahead to the path before us as a Diocese, we cannot ignore
the challenges we face. They are real and, at times, demanding. Yet
they are not greater than God's faithfulness, nor are they stronger
than the hope we have been given in Jesus Christ.

The Lord has not abandoned us. He continues to walk with his Church,
just as he walked with the disciples on the road to Emmaus, even when
their eyes failed to recognize him.

Today, as then, Christ comes alongside us on the journey. He listens
to our concerns, enlightens our doubts through his Word, and makes
himself known to us in the breaking of the bread.

Therefore, we do not walk alone.

We walk as the People of God.
We walk as the Body of Christ.
We walk as the living Temple of the Holy Spirit.

| invite you, therefore, to renew your Baptismal Covenant with
confidence. Do not allow yourselves to be overcome by weariness
or division. Do not lose the joy of the Gospel. Never forget that the
Church is not our work, but God's work among us.

The future of our Diocese is not determined by uncertainty, but by the
promise of our Lord:

“And remember, | am with you always, to the end of the age.” (Matthew
28:20)
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A Prayer for the Diocese
Let us pray.

Lord God, Father of mercies,

we give you thanks for the gift of your Church and for the vocation you
have entrusted to us through Holy Baptism.

Renew within us the fire of your Holy Spirit.

Make us one Body in Christ,
united in faith,

steadfast in hope,

and abounding in love.

Grant us humble hearts to listen to your voice,
courageous hearts to follow your Son,
and generous hearts to serve you in our brothers and sisters.

May our congregations be places of welcome,
reconciliation, and peace.

May our words and our deeds

bear faithful witness to your Gospel.

And, guided always by your grace,
may we walk together toward the fullness of your Kingdom;
through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen.

Episcopal Blessing

And now, may the blessing of God Almighty,
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,
be upon you and remain with you always.

Amen.

Given in the Episcopal Diocese of the Virgin Islands,
in the Year of Our Lord Two Thousand Twenty-Six.

MK’W

The Rt. Rév. Rafael Morales
Provisional Bishop
The Episcopal Diocese of the Virgin Islands
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