
What is a “Canon to the Ordinary” Anyway? 

Let’s just come out and admit it: Anglicans can sometimes be guilty of using names and titles to 
refer to people and things in ways that are perhaps a bit too fancy, or maybe even 
unnecessarily obscure. On the one hand, a good argument can be made for keeping things 
simple and not creating unnecessary layers of flowery and technical language when speaking 
about different roles for ministry in the Church. All the baptised are fellow members of a 
kinship of priests unto God, and that is all the title any of us should ever ask for or need as 
disciples in the Body of Christ.  

However, sometimes specialised terminology to name certain offices and roles in the Church 
can provide clarity and a greater understanding of what a person appointed to a ministry is 
being asked to do, as well as why, how, where and with whom they are meant to do it. It is for 
this latter reason, I trust, that the Bishop of Edmonton has called me to take up a ministry that 
bears the designation Canon to the Ordinary. 

Historically, those who have been called the Canons of a diocese were people who had a special 
connection to the ministry of the cathedral church and to the dean of the cathedral. They were 
often expected to take on certain commitments to a life prayer, extended formation and study, 
and duties of common life. They sometimes exercised a measure of leadership within the wider 
college of clergy. In more recent Anglican usage, Canon has become an honorific title which is 
conferred on someone as a way of recognising their service to a particular area of ministry. The 
Diocese of Edmonton has many esteemed and gifted Canons, including some who are lay, 
ordained, and honorary. 

Ordinary; is another way of referring to a local bishop. In Anglican polity, of course, bishops 
serve as leaders within a synodical system of governance and, therefore, can be understood as 
bringing cohesion, direction and order to the many different moving parts of diocesan 
discernment and decision-making. The term ordinary, in church usage, comes from the Latin 
ordinarius, meaning “the one who brings order.”   

The creation of a Canon to the Ordinary role is a relatively recent phenomenon, most common 
in the US-based Episcopal Church. The ministry of the Canon to the Ordinary is, in essence, to 
assist and support the bishop in their episcopal ministry; and share with them in the oversight 
(episcope) of the church within a circle of other diocesan leadership roles such as the Dean, 
Archdeacons, Regional Deans, Canons, Wardens, Chaplains, Lay Readers, Chancellors, Clergy, 
etc. 

The work of a Canon to the Ordinary is relevant to context and varies from place to place. Many 
American Anglican dioceses have only one Canon to the Ordinary, and some have two or three. 
These priests are usually not parish-based, rather they serve entirely as diocesan staff. Most 
often, in TEC, their ministries tend to be focused especially upon executive and human 
resources aspects of diocesan ministerial oversight, but this is not necessarily always the case. 
In some places, a Canon to the Ordinary is entrusted with specific charges to share with the 



bishop in certain defined areas of diocesan oversight. For example, missional and 
congregational development, theological formation, social and ecological justice, ecumenical 
and interfaith relationships, etc.  

It is in this second sense that Bishop Steve has asked me to serve as Canon to the Ordinary in 
the Diocese of Edmonton; as someone to ‘walk together with’ him and the whole of our synod, 
to join with others in offering council and encouragement to the bishop as asked for and 
needed, and to share with him and with others in giving leadership to various aspects of 
diocesan ministry and life.  

This is a role that will take up 40 per cent of my time, with the remaining 60 per cent continuing 
to be devoted to a national staff position in our church as Animator for Ecumenical Relations for 
the General Synod. I very much look forward to this opportunity to be more grounded in a local 
ministry than I have been for the last few years, and to working with lay and ordained leaders 
of our diocese in more direct and regular ways. 

Please pray for our diocese, and for our bishop, in these times ahead. I am sure that the ‘re-
formations’ we are being called into as a church in these coming months and years will be both 
challenging and exciting in many sorts of ways. All of us have promised to uphold our church, 
our bishop, and one another through it, as we together seek to be creative and faithful to the 
unique vocations, we each have in Jesus Christ. May it be so. 

Scott+ 


