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Dorothy Penniecooke 
 
 

 
 
Dorothy was born in St Elizabeth, Jamaica in June 1945. Her father was a 
carpenter, architect and farmer, her mother was a homemaker. Dorothy 
was one of 11 children. 
 
She came to England in 1965 to join her husband in Tooting (who had come 
from Jamaica in 1959); they had got married in Jamaica in December 1964. 
They are thus members of the ‘Windrush Generation’. Along with bringing 
up a family of three sons, Dorothy worked in a variety of finance roles over 
the course of 40 years, including 10 years at the Anglican Consultative 
Council (ACC). 
 
Dorothy was deaconed in 2000, and became a part-time self-supporting [i.e. 
unpaid] minister, attached to the Church of the Ascension, Balham Hill; she 
was subsequently priested in 2001 by the Bishop of Southwark. She 
continues to minister at the Ascension as well as at other churches in the 
Deanery, mostly at St Augustine’s Church in Tooting. 
 
She lives in her south Clapham home of 50 years, just around the corner 
from the Church of the Ascension. She has three grown-up sons, three 
grandchildren and a great-grandson. 
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(i) Your story 
 
What were you doing 25 years ago? 
 
I was working as a finance assistant with an international engineering 
consulting company. Part of my job was to look after the engineers...making 
sure they always had enough money and travellers’ cheques for any 
emergencies when they were flying to jobs overseas...checking and paying 
their expenses...and sorting out their company credit cards. 
 
At church I was the treasurer, deputy churchwarden, electoral role officer 
and Mothers’ Union Rep at the Ascension, just around the corner, which is 
still my church...I’ve been going there for 50 years. 
 
I was a mum...my children were in their late teens and early 20s...my 
husband was working for British Rail. 
 
How did ministry come about for you? 
 
It’s a long story. I would not say I was called in a specific way...but I think it 
was something in me from childhood...I always wanted to do something for 
others. 
 
The vicar at the Ascension then, Martin, asked me if I’d like to become a 
deacon...I said no...we had a mortgage to pay, children, and I needed to 
work. Then a new vicar, Andrew, came to the Ascension...and one day he 
said we should have a chat about all the things I was doing in the church. He 
thought it would be a good idea for me to train as a priest...I told him I 
couldn’t for the reasons I’d told Martin before. But he said it was now much 
easier...that I could train as an OLM [Ordained Local Minister] with classes 
in the evening and weekend residential courses. So he said I should have a 
think about it...so I thought about it and forgot all about it. 
 
About two weeks later he asked for my answer. I can’t remember what I 
said but he just gave me a form and told me to fill it out and send it off, 
which I did. I went to see the vocations officer...and he thought I would be 
a good candidate and he put my name forward...and that’s where it all 
started. 
 
It took 18 months of filling forms and interviews...and then I went to the 
weekend selection course. Two weeks later I got a call that said I’d done 
very well...I had been selected. I went into training in September 1997 and 
was ordained as a deacon in October 2000. I was priested in 2001...and then 
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I did a two-year degree course and gained a Bachelor of Theology in Ministry 
Studies. I became a self-supporting minister. Before that I was an Ordained 
Local Minister. 
 
Doing this time, I was still working...thank the Lord. There are many things I 
want to do in life and in my own way...but the Lord sometimes has different 
plans! The same week I was ordained deacon we were told they were 
moving the head office to Birmingham...if you couldn’t relocate you’d be 
made redundant. That was in October...I worked until Christmas...and then 
went home to Jamaica for three weeks. 
 
When I came back I started looking for a job. I wanted a three-days-a-week 
job so that I could spend more time in the parish...but I couldn’t find one. I 
got a temp job at BP...it was a wonderful place to work but not what I 
wanted. One day I asked Stephen...who was then the vicar at the 
Ascension...to look in the Church Times to see if there were any jobs 
going...and preferably part time. 
 
One evening he called me and said there was a job going at the Anglican 
Communion office. I was shortlisted...there were two of us...and I went for 
the final interview but the other lady got the job. I didn’t feel too bad 
about it...she was far younger than me. They did say it was a hard decision 
to choose between us and they would keep me in mind in case anything else 
came up. A week later, when I got home from BP, there was a message on 
the phone asking me to call them...so I called them the following day. They 
asked me if I still wanted the job because the lady they had given the job 
to...her company didn’t want her to leave so they promoted her. So I took 
the job. 
 
I went to work in the accounts department...the office was in Waterloo 
Road. It was interesting and challenging...dealing with countries across the 
world...rich countries and poor countries. A week after I started, the 
Secretary General of the ACC said, ‘I’ve got a job for you...I need you to do 
Morning Prayer every morning even if it’s you alone.’ There was a small 
chapel where a service was held twice a week. For the Morning Prayer we 
used the Anglican cycle of prayer...we prayed for all the provinces of the 
Anglican Communion across the world, a different province each day. 
 
Sometimes it was me alone...sometimes other people would join me. I can 
remember when I was first priested. I was put down to lead Holy 
Communion service that lunchtime...which was a bit scary...as it was to be 
done in a ‘high church’ sort of way with a deacon to help. Leading and 
celebrating Holy Communion could be quite frightening at times. There 
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could be visitors from across the country and from across the world...you 
are leading a service, and you look up, and before you is a Bishop or a 
visitor from anywhere. I learned a lot about how to minister in the Church 
at the Anglican Communion.  
 
I wore many hats at the ACC...dealing with the banks...sorting out Bishops’ 
and other delegates’ expenses, and many times in different 
currencies...celebrating Holy Communion or midday prayer.  
 
Once when I was in a fluster...it was a busy day and I was to celebrate Holy 
Communion...the Secretary General, it was John Peterson then...said to 
me,  ‘Dorothy, you are ordained as a priest...you may be called on at any 
time to do a priestly task. So remember each morning to ask the Lord to 
direct and lead you. Remember you are a priest...keep that in your mind so 
that if you are called to do anything, you will be able to do it.’ He was very 
encouraging for me. 
 
At one of the Primates’ meetings in Canterbury I was asked to help in the 
service. I was petrified. I had to read the Psalm in the traditional ‘high 
church’ way ― you do one verse and then they follow with the next ― and I 
helped serve Communion. Someone took a photo of me giving Communion to 
Archbishop [George] Carey (below): 
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I would not say I was called in a specific way. As I said, Martin suggested it 
but I did not take it up then as it would not fit with my full-time job. A few 
years later Andrew suggested it...the timing was better...and here I am. 
 
My company was very good about it...I got wonderful support from all the 
staff. The week when I was going to be ordained deacon the company gave 
me three days off. Even before I went into training, I always had a caring 
and pastoral attitude to my colleagues. When the engineers travelling 
abroad came to pick up their travellers’ cheques or currencies I always had 
some encouraging words for them...or would say a prayer for them. Once 
there had been an earthquake in Turkey and this chap had to go and 
investigate...he was really scared because of the aftershocks...and he asked 
me to pray for him on Sunday at church.  
 
What lies at the core of your faith? 
 
God and prayer. 
 
God. Regardless of what is happening...God is the centre of what I believe 
in. I know his love, compassion and faithfulness. I know he is with me in the 
ups and downs of my life...and I trust him in all things. My father used to 
say to us as children: ‘God never gives anyone more than they can bear. 
Regardless of the situation he will show you the way through it.’ 
 
Prayer. It depends on how I feel...I use the Psalms a lot and I also sing. 
Sometimes I struggle finding the words to pray. Times like that I get out my 
very old Redemption Hymnal…most of those hymns are prayers. At those 
times I feel the Holy Spirit working within me...clearing my head to see 
things differently and taking away my doubts. 
 
Which Bible passage especially resonates with you? 
 
Psalm 119: Verses 33-40 
 
Because it begins with me asking the Lord to teach me...so that I can follow 
his commands. I ask him to direct my paths... to look in my heart...to take 
away all the selfishness...to turn my eyes to him, and not to godless things. 
And I ask to fulfil his promise in all that I do. And at the end...I must always 
be longing for his righteousness. 
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Teach me, O Lord, the way of your statutes, 
and I will observe it to the end. 

Give me understanding, that I may keep your law 
and observe it with my whole heart. 

3Lead me in the path of your commandments, 
for I delight in it. 

Turn my heart to your decrees, 
and not to selfish gain. 

Turn my eyes from looking at vanities; 
give me life in your ways. 

Confirm to your servant your promise, 
which is for those who fear you. 

Turn away the disgrace that I dread, 
for your ordinances are good. 

See, I have longed for your precepts; 
in your righteousness give me life. 

  
How do you spend your time outside ministry? 
 
I love my home. My husband used to do the painting and decorating of the 
house and after he died I took over the decorating. I loved doing that 
because I can stand back and look at what I have done. But lately I find that 
it is too much...so I call in the professionals.  
 
I love to plant things in my garden...I enjoy waking up in the morning and 
seeing them growing. As the Bible says, ‘Paul planted, Apollo watered, but 
God makes it grow’…so I plant and water and the increase comes from God. 
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I love to walk...I love eating out and I like meeting up with friends. One of 
my friends, who is also a self-supporting minister, sometimes we meet at 
Dulwich Picture Gallery...have lunch...look at the exhibitions…have a walk 
in the park and maybe afternoon tea. 
 
I try to have at least three short breaks away from home each year...and 
the occasional holiday.  
 
Where do you see yourself in 10 years’ time? 
 
If I have my grandfather’s genes, I would still be at the Ascension doing the 
things I do now. My grandfather was 104 when he died...with his faculties 
still intact. 
 
I think as you get older and life is getting shorter you like to fit in more 
fun...I would love to travel but I am scared of travelling now because the 
world is so unsafe. One of the places I’d love to go is Egypt...I would love to 
see the sunset on the Nile. 
 
(ii) Your ministry 
 
How do you express the core of your faith in your ministry? 
 
With love...sincerity…compassion...faithfulness...patience...and willingness 
to listen. 
 
Patience because you need to have time to listen...the most important thing 
in ministry is listening. People come to you because they have 
problems...how can you help them if you don’t listen and really hear what 
they are saying? And there is often more than they tell you at first...with 
patience and listening you can get to the underlying problem and discover 
the truth...what’s really on their mind. 
 
I was given the Christian Prayer Deck on my 70th birthday. One of the prayer 
cards reads: ‘Make me remember, O God, that every day is your gift and 
ought to be used according to your command.’ I wrote these words in the 
front of my diary so that each morning...this reminds me that each day is 
God’s gift. 
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Which part of your ministry gives you the greatest fulfilment? 
 
I love serving...and that comes in many different ways...I am so blessed. 
 

 
 
I love serving my church...I have been going to the Ascension since I came to 
this area when I was 21...that’s over 50 years ago...I’ve seen many different 
vicars. I love Ascension...it’s a building but it’s also a home for everybody. 
And I’ve seen so many people come and go. There used to be a lot of 
outings when my children were small...I wasn’t able to go because I was 
working...but the older ladies would take my children for me. And it was a 
pleasure, as they got older, to go and visit them...to take Communion to 
them...and at the end I was able to do the funerals for many of them. 
 
Another great joy for me is serving at Minnie Kidd House, a local NHS care 
home for the sick in our parish. I started visiting there in 2001 after I was 
priested...I’m the Honorary Chaplain now. Some of the residents’ families 
live far away...some have no families at all. When they see a different face 
it is a joy for them….some love to be prayed for...others just want to talk. 
When I hold their hand they feel valued and loved...and it is my joy when I 
see a smile on their face. To be alongside the family when their loved one 
passes away, giving them a shoulder to cry on, listening to their grief and 
sometimes helping to arrange the funeral...I thank the Lord for his blessing 
so that I am able to bless others. 
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There was a lady there and one evening I went to her room and asked, ‘Can 
I come in?’ She didn’t answer but I went in. And she said, ‘I don’t want to 
see you because I don’t believe in God.’ And I didn’t say anything...I just 
stood there for a while...and then left. I went back the following Sunday 
afternoon...and she asked me, ‘Why do you come back?’ And I said, ‘Yes...I 
come back to see you.’ And she said, ‘Why do you come and see me because 
I told you I don’t believe in God?’ And I said, ‘Yes, I know that...you told me 
that...but Jesus loves me and I want to share that love with you.’ And she 
didn’t answer...and I didn’t say anything more and I left. The next week I 
asked her why she was so bitter...‘I’ve just come to be a friend.’  
 
After a few weeks of visiting she was comfortable to tell me her whole 
story. She was brought up as a Roman Catholic...went to live in America 
when she was young ...went wild...and lived life to the fullest, even joining 
the Mormon Church. When the fun in life was over, and she was not well, 
she came back to England.  
 
As she told me her story she said: ‘God will never forgive me because I 
wasn’t good.’ I said, ‘None of us is good...all of us have got some 
faults...but God is a forgiving God and he loves us all. And that’s why I am 
here today and why I keep coming to you.’ Once I asked her if she would she 
like me to say the Lord’s Prayer and we said the Lord’s Prayer 
together...and she asked for a copy so she could read it on her own. 
 
She was in the home for more than a year...I went to see her on each visit. 
One Sunday evening the first thing she said to me was, ‘Thank you so much 
for all your prayers...I am now at peace with myself.’ I mentioned it to the 
head nurse and she said [this resident] had changed completely...she was so 
much easier to deal with.  
 
The following week she died. God hears our prayers...not all the time does 
he heal in the way we would have but in the way that is best for us. She was 
at peace with herself and was ready to let go.  
 
That’s where I get my greatest fulfilment. Being alongside people when they 
are struggling...helping them know that they too are a child of God. It is 
very humbling and fulfilling. 
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It’s not been easy all the time...many years ago in my ministry I 
experienced some tough times...at times I felt I was treated as a poor 
relation...and I am not...not in the Church of God. I raised my concern with 
my Archdeacon and a few weeks later I got a call from Bishop Tom [Butler, 
Bishop of Southwark from 1998-2010] ...and he said, ‘There is St Augustine’s 
Church...they are in interregnum [an interregnum is the interval between 
one vicar leaving and another taking up the post]...and I know you are 
capable of covering it.’ I helped out once a month there for about two 
years. When the new vicar came...he asked me to stay to help break him 
in....so we worked together...very well.  
 
I learned lots at St Augustine’s...and it helped build up my self-esteem. 
Although I don’t go there as often as I used to I am still one of theirs. I have 
been on holidays with them...Rome...Austria for the Passion Plays...a 
pilgrimage in the UK...and trips to the seaside. They love to have fun. So St 
Augustine’s is also close to my heart and I still preach there from time to 
time. 
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Which part of your ministry do you find most challenging? 
 
I’m black...a woman... and I’m 73! 
 
Being part of the community is very wonderful...but there are times I just 
wonder what everyone thinks about me. But those I work with have been 
very encouraging and supportive...and I’m very happy and proud I am black.  
 
When I started attending the Ascension it was more ‘high church’ and 
traditional in its ways. As the population has changed the church has 
changed...which is good for the life of the church. Now it’s nearly all 
white...mostly young and middle class...there used to be more blacks and 
working class. It’s now very evangelical and it’s very successful...it’s just a 
different to before and what I am used to. It would be challenging for 
anyone.  
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Last year, when I was at one of our weekends away, I was sitting next to a 
doctor who is a member of our church. We got talking about our different 
ways of celebrating and preaching and I said I didn’t know how people take 
me celebrating as I do it differently from the others. He said how much he 
enjoyed my celebrating and preaching...that was very encouraging for me. 
 
What’s the biggest difference you’d like your ministry to make in your 
community?  
 
I would love to see anyone who comes into the church...whatever race or 
culture...feeling welcome...wanting to come back...and feeling that the 
church is open, not only on Sundays, and they can always pop in and find 
someone they can talk with. 
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And as I walk about in the community I want people to feel they can easily 
speak to me. 
 
(iii) Women clergy in the Church of England ― your perspectives 
 
Do you believe female clergy have changed the Church of England over 
the past 25 years? If so, how? What distinctive strengths do women 
bring? 
 
Yes...and for the better. 
 
It represents what the Bible teaches...that all people are equal...women 
bring equality. If the Church is to grow and reflect life, it needs both sexes, 
as it was from creation...with man and woman...Adam and Eve.  
 
When I go to visit someone...I am myself...and a woman has a motherly 
feeling and understanding. You can hear people differently...you can hear 
their pain differently. You have a choice of what you would say to a 
woman...what you would say to a woman you might not say to a man. Even 
plenty of men...what they would say to a woman they wouldn’t say to a 
man. 
 
So it’s nice to have a balance in the church where people have a choice. 
You are looking for someone to walk alongside you in your spiritual life...so 
it’s important that you choose. ‘Who do I want to share my pain and 
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thoughts with...a woman or a man?’ Sometimes a woman might not be as 
good at it as a man...but you need to give people the choice. The church 
needs to have the facility to meet all people’s needs.  
 
Are there any distinctive challenges that women face in ministry? 
 
Yes. 
 
Some people...including women...cannot embrace women being called to 
the priesthood. 
 
And if you are married...and with children...time management can be a 
challenge. It’s easy for me because I did it in my mature years...my children 
were late teens/early twenties when I came into ministry. But for young 
women clergy there are a lot of challenges with ministry...with the 
childcare...managing children...a husband to look after...the home to look 
after. 
 
But it is good because a woman who has children has a different experience 
to give people...even to the church with other young mothers. 
 
Do you feel your parishioners see you as equal to your male 
counterparts? 
 
To be honest, I think some do and some don’t...but I don’t let that bother 
me. 
 
But for me it is very hard to answer the question. Because do they see me, 
one, as a black...two, as a woman...or three, as old? I just don’t know.  
 
As far as I am aware, there aren’t any who won’t take Communion from 
me...I have never experienced it...even when I was first ordained. At the 
Primates’ conference...when I was giving Communion just after I was first 
ordained it was interesting that Bishop Carey moved over to receive 
Communion from me. 
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Do you feel male clergy see you as equal? 
 
Some do...some don’t...but most I have worked with see me as equal.  
 
One Sunday I was doing ward Communion at St Thomas’s Hospital...one of 
the patients was an Anglican priest and he was so delighted...really 
delighted...to receive Communion from me. 
 
Do you feel you have to prove yourself? 
 
I don’t feel any pressure to prove myself. I try always to remember it’s not 
about me…it’s about doing God’s work. But I do my utmost best at all times 
to make sure that whatever I do is done properly and within the rules. 
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What advice would you give a woman thinking of entering ministry? 
 
If this is your calling...go for it. 
 
Be strong ...and don’t lose sight that God is in control. 
 
Be honest with yourself...be yourself and no one else. 
 
Pray…let prayer be part of your daily routine. 
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