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Mae Christie 
 

 

 
 
 
Mae was born in Monroe, Louisiana, in the United States, in June 1983.  Her 
father was an insurance agent, her mother was an investigator for the 
Louisiana State Ethics Board. Her stepmother owned and ran a toy store in 
New Orleans for many years.  She was the oldest of three children. 
 
After graduating in 2005 with a degree in Political Science and minors in 
German and Gender Studies, she worked in the legal profession in 
Washington DC before being called to ministry.  In 2011 Mae came to the UK 
to study theology at Westcott House in the University of Cambridge.  She 
graduated in 2014 and joined St Christopher’s Church in Walworth as 
Assistant Curate. 
 
Mae was deaconed in 2014 in Southwark Cathedral and ordained priest in 
2015 at St Stephen’s Church, South Dulwich. She was appointed Priest-in-
Charge of All Saints’ Church in Tooting, South London in 2017.  She is 
married and lives in the vicarage alongside the church.   
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(i) Your story 
 
What were you doing 25 years ago? 
 
I was 11...and that is around the time that I started to feel the call to 
ordained ministry.  I grew up in the Episcopal Church in the United 
States...the Church of England over there. My family, like a lot of southern 
families, are very religious...very faithful... ‘God talk’ was very much part 
of our family life together, even though we had a lot of arguments around it 
as well.  Praying before meals and going to church together was a big part 
of our everyday life for us.          
 
How did ministry come about for you? 
 
In the Episcopal Church of the United States women have been able to be 
ordained for much longer than over here...so I grew up in a church where 
the possibility of women’s ministry was always there.  Around the time I was 
11, I started asking a lot of big questions in Sunday school...I was always 
quite obnoxious and disruptive, ‘Why does God allow evil to be in the 
world?’  And our Sunday school teacher, who is now a priest, would always 
talk things through with us...and he would always ask me, and I found it so 
frustrating, ‘When are you going to become a priest?’ 
 
I had a real interest in being a priest and felt called to it quite early 
on...but I also felt called to law and being a lawyer.  I was really interested 
in the idea that through law and politics you could bring about justice in the 
world. 
 
So I went off to university...having explored priestly vocation and law.  My 
mom said you should become a priest later but you should perhaps be a 
lawyer first...or something like that.  I went to university at a small liberal 
arts university in Louisiana and studied politics with a mind to go to law 
school. I kept going to church and had a lot of friends who were on the path 
to train for ministry. 
 
But, later on, when it came to applying for law school I kept putting it 
off...I had to pay $30 each time and I did it maybe four or five times. I 
remember sitting there thinking, ‘why am I putting off taking this law school 
entrance exam...my test scores were fine?  Is this really what I want to do?’ 
 
No...it’s not!  I want to be a priest...that is what I am called to do. I was 24 
at the time.  I immediately felt a relief. I thought my friends would be 
really surprised by my ‘coming out’ in thinking I wanted to be a priest...but 
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none of them was surprised...it wasn’t surprising at all to anyone that knew 
me well.  It was very reinforcing. 
 
In [Washington] DC I got introduced to a wonderful church, St Margaret’s...I 
was singing in the choir and helping out with the Sunday school. The Rector 
was a woman and she was the first female priest I saw in a position of 
authority like that...and it was the first time I could imagine myself in that 
role. They were all so encouraging...they couldn’t have been more 
encouraging.  And for me to see these women before me, and this woman in 
particular, Susan, made all the difference...because all of a sudden I’m not 
exactly the same but I am most probably kind of like her...and I could do 
that.   
 
So I went forward for the discernment process...in Washington it was a long 
process, which was fine.  When it came to pursuing ordination I visited three 
or four different theology colleges and applied to two, in New York and 
Washington, which offered me places.  But I had a last-minute idea to study 
abroad...and for an Episcopal priest maybe I should go to England, the 
birthplace of the Anglican Church?  So I organised to study at Westcott 
House in Cambridge...the General Theological Seminary in New York agreed 
that I could go study in Cambridge for my first year of three and then come 
back for my second and third year. 
 
I arrived in Cambridge and it felt like God was calling me.  Pretty much 
straight away it felt like it was home...the place for me.  My undergraduate 
university in the United States was a great college...it was less than 1,000 
people when I went...but Cambridge was such a totally different deal.  The 
people I met came from a variety of backgrounds...a publican, a dairy 
farmer, a doctor, a barrister, a bus driver...we were all training together.  
It was the most amazing thing. 
 
And I quickly became very interested in the Church of England and was 
really moved by its parish system...the church having a devotion to its local 
community...to representing the love of God in a place where they 
live...and encouraging people.  I was really inspired by that and very quickly 
felt called to it. 
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So basically I ended up staying and doing all my training in Cambridge...and 
in the course of time was taken into the Church of England.  I ended up in 
Southwark where I started my curacy.  Along the way I met my husband who 
is Scottish...his family are mostly Church of Scotland...his uncle is a Church 
of Scotland minister.  We met on New Year’s Eve at a party in London...it 
was a bunch of theologians, trainee vicars and church folk.  He was teaching 
at Rugby School at the time and we dated long-distance before getting 
married in the US. 
 
Then I applied for the post here in Summer 2017, and started on 1 
November.  
 
Why ministry?  The ‘why’ is always such an interesting one.  I genuinely felt 
a call from God...I felt that it was something that I could audibly hear.  And 
the writing had been on the wall for a long time! 
 
At my grandparents’ house I wanted to play Holy Communion and I 
remember my grandparents being very cool about this. We had a dress-up 
box and a dress-up dress...it was probably one of those 1970s ones that 
looked like it was made of curtain with a big fluffy shirt...so it looked sort 
of priestly.  And I put a table out in the backyard and got some bread out.  
And I remember at one point I wanted to have some bacon and my 
grandmother said you must not have bacon...and I wanted to give some of 
the bread to the dog and she said you must not do that either.  And one of 
my friends...I think she was there as well.  I remember them all being very 



	   5	  

up for it. At the time it seemed totally natural but I look back now...and it 
was a little weird!  And when I was at high school my English Literature class 
project resulted in me shadowing our assistant priest.  I look back now...the 
writing really was on the wall! 
 
But that’s not to say I didn’t get some push-backs.  I remember when I was 
14 being told by a member of my Aunt’s church, they were southern 
Baptists, that women can’t be preachers.  She was giving me a ride home 
from vacation Bible school...I said I felt called to the ministry. She said, 
‘That is really good, honey, but women can’t be priests or ministers or 
preachers because men are meant to teach...you can help lead Sunday 
school or lead women’s Bible study.’ I remember going home and telling my 
father and he said, ‘Lucky for you, you are an Episcopalian so you can 
absolutely be a priest if you want to.’ 
 
It was in my 20s when I became more aware of this call from God...in a 
practical and articulate way.  I felt like my deepest hope was to serve other 
people and serve God in some way.  I thought I could do that in law...and I 
certainly could have...because a lot of lawyers do.  But I felt, like, why 
should I do that?  In being a priest I could do this full time and my whole life 
could be devoted to God in some way...to serving God and God’s people.  
 
My father died when I was 24.  I just felt like my father had died so 
unexpectedly and very young...he was 57...and there was no point wasting 
my time not doing things that brought me joy...not superficial joy, but deep 
joy. 
 
Compared to what I hear from women priests over here, talking about their 
experiences, I feel very lucky.  I’m very aware of the kind of women that 
have gone before me...the waiting they have had to experience...the 
woman whose vocations were never able to be fully lived out because it was 
not allowed at their time.  But they prayed and waited and worked towards 
it...and I feel that is such a gift for all those who came along after them.  
 
I had the privilege of being able to choose what I wanted to do...not 
everyone has that privilege and so it was my responsibility to use that time 
well.  I hope I can live to my 90s, like my grandmother...and I would love to 
be able to say I spent my life in the joy of the Gospel... sharing the love of 
God with people around me...including with my family and the people that I 
meet along the road.  
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What lies at the core of your faith? 
 
It is the deep belief that God is love and God’s deepest desire for us is to be 
in the knowledge of, and enfolded within, that love.  That we are loved and 
known...and that God’s love is faithful up until the end...and that the best 
thing we can do is to devote our time to sharing that love with those around 
us. 
 
The fundamental principle upon which we live is that God is love...and we 
know that, most perfectly, through Jesus.  He loves us so much that God 
dies on the cross.  It is just totally bonkers when you think about it...what 
we proclaim is really the most ridiculous thing.  We say our God came on 
earth as the most inconsequential little baby boy...born to some parents in 
a backwater place.  His family were made refugees.  He spent his time with 
his dad who was a tradesman...and ended running around with a bunch of 
fishermen...and then dies on the cross and is resurrected. 
 
It is an extraordinary story and all along the way he provided hope to 
people... declared the love of God to those who felt least love...and 
importantly, and ultimately, he sacrificed everything...not only for the 
people in his life but the people that will come after him, including us.  
 
I do think that every priest has one sermon that they just preach over and 
over again.  And mine is that you are really loved and, in belief, that love 
can be so overwhelming that you have no choice but to spill it out to those 
around us.  My hope is that I model that.  I do it imperfectly...sometimes I 
do it well and sometimes I don’t.  
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Which Bible passage resonates with you? 
 
It’s one of my favourite Bible readings: John 13: 34-35. 
 
 

I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have 
loved you, you also should love one another. 

By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for 
one another. 

 
 
It’s the farewell discourse when Jesus is saying goodbye...preparing the 
disciples for what is about to happen to him.  He says that if you love one 
another you will be my disciples. 
 
And I have long thought that this is one of the primary jobs of the Church.  
We spend a lot of time thinking we need to go out and love our 
neighbours...which we absolutely need to do. 
 
But, I think, if we have love for each other then people will see us as the 
community of love and faith that we are ...and that attracts people.  I think 
that’s a very compelling model for the Church...a Church built on love...and 
people knowing us by that love and being encouraged to join in. 
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How do you spend your time outside ministry? 
 
I love to travel...we went to the US again in October to see my family. I 
listen to a lot of music and we like to go and hear music when we can...I 
haven’t gone to a live rock concert in quite a while which is disgraceful. We 
like the theatre...I like reading a lot. 
 
I like sports and working out and I need to find a local football team to 
join...I used to play sporadically in an indoor women’s football team at 
Millwall which was a lot of fun. 
 
I’m involved in a clergy college and have become a board member...which 
means I get to help plan events that are geared towards fellowship and 
learning for clergy.  It’s an ancient foundation and a great way to meet 
other priests and clergy and learn about other interesting things together. 
 
Where do you see yourself in 10 years’ time? 
 
I just want to be somewhere where I am useful...it’s possible that I’ll still 
be here. 
 
I love parish ministry...so maybe another parish.  I love urban ministry...but 
you never know...I think there are other types of ministry I could 
love...chaplaincy... serving my Diocese in different ways. 
 
But I am also excited by the idea that God might surprise me in terms of 
where I go next.  There are two things I am looking for.  One...I want to be 
useful...my gifts should be helpful and my weaknesses should not be 
insurmountable.  Two...I want to love what I do...I want to be able to have 
joy.    
 
(ii) Your ministry 
 
How do you express the core of your faith in your ministry? 
 
My hope is that I convey something of the love of God throughout my life.  
My real hope is that, in my own way, I can excite...and energise...and 
encourage my congregation to convey the love of God to the people they 
come across...in our church...in our community...and in the people that I 
never meet. 
 
It shouldn’t be about ‘me’...my hope is that I am less in the foreground.  
God and the love of God is in the foreground.  So my job is to encourage the 
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people around me to have that focus on God...the love of God...and to then 
feel enabled and encouraged to take that out into the community. 
 
How do I want people to feel from events like ‘Beer and Carols’?  That 
people will come away with a sense that there is something bigger than 
themselves that matters.  There is love...and good-heart...and cheer in our 
local community that is more than just friendliness...and is actually very 
deep...and that they not just could be a part of it but, actually, that they 
are a part of it...even if they don’t fully realise it. 
 
Which part of your ministry gives you the greatest fulfilment? 
 
Spending time with people...both in casual and in churchlike settings. I love 
getting to know people...getting to meet new people...sharing our lives 
together. So getting to know people...that’s probably the thing I enjoy the 
most.  I am really quite an extrovert in that way. 
 
I find baptism deeply moving...baptising into the faith...often babies but 
not always. 
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I love pastoral visiting; probably the thing I most often regret is that, whilst 
I do a lot of it, I always want to be doing more and I always feel I’m not 
doing enough of it.  It’s one of the best things that we do...it’s a huge 
privilege. 
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We have a pub quiz we go to at the end of every month at the Rose and 
Crown...we did ‘Beer and Carols’ there at Christmas.  I love doing 
community things like that. 
 
Which part of your ministry do you find most challenging? 
 
I think it is a combination of feeling like you are never really done with 
some things and the lack of a proper brief and structure around what we do. 
 
I have a really great team here...really great team.  But we have a Mission 
Action Planning day coming up...but lack any structure.  We lack structure 
to reach out more with pastoral visits and make sure we don’t lose people 
through the cracks. We’re hiring an Administrator and a Music 
Director...both of these things have been on my agenda since I arrived...but 
I still haven’t got done yet.  Getting the organ fixed...invigorating the choir.  
When I arrived we didn’t have a computer in the church office.  We need a 
new website.  There is building work to do...and the need to generate 
income. 
 
But, in the meantime, if I do have a brief it is to be among the people of 
God and praying with them.  It is basically finding the balance between this 
life and the practical stuff that has to be done...which is quite a 
task...navigating the role between those two things. 
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Today, for example.  I really need to clear my office but I will spend the 
rest of the day, until 3.00pm or 4.00pm, with our lunch club...we’ll have 40 
older people and might be joined by some primary school children we have 
made a connection with.  That is going to be amazing...kids and 90-year-
olds spending time together.  l’ll focus on that today and all these other 
things will have to wait. 
 

 
 
So the challenge is the tug between the two...I suspect every priest has 
that...and we often have a lot of guilt about it.  You also become aware of 
the gift of the people before you.  My predecessor: I think he prayed and 
loved in this place in a really genuine way...and so did his predecessors. My 
hope is that I will do this in my own way. 
 
What’s the difference you’d like your ministry to make in your 
community? 
 
My deep hope is that this place will become more of a place that people in 
the local area think of as theirs.  And it feels as though this is a space where 
they belong...and a place where they can find the love of God...whether or 
not they have a faith. 
 



	   13	  

 
 
We always mark All Saints Day here.  For me the point of the saints is that 
they stood for something...they did whatever they could in their own lives 
to show the love of God...they point us to the love of God and excite us to 
holiness.  I think they are very important.  They are not superhuman or 
superheroes...they are just these amazing people...people like us...who 
stood for something.  
 
It struck me, in the light of the recent awful local stabbings...a 15-year-old 
in south-east London, and a 17-year-old in Clapham losing his life... that it’s 
really important in the darkness of this world that the Church be in the 
foreground...standing for love.  We have been touched by this before.  One 
of the members of our congregation, part of a large family who do so much 
here and who are really faithful, very tragically lost one of his family last 
year...a young man in his 20s.  When you live in South London it’s frankly 
too common a story...and it’s really awful. 
 
Anyway...to that end we ended up with these hearts which say ‘God Loves’ 
at the top of them.  We handed them out in our service...and everybody 
wrote something...from the kids all the way up to the 90-year-olds. 
 
And there’s such a variety...‘God loves teachers’...‘God loves me’...‘God 
loves the bad guys too’...‘God loves the sad and lonely’, I found that very 
powerful...‘God loves everyone’...‘God loves people with faith and no 
faith’, I thought that was really good.  I love them all. 
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And we attached them to the churchyard railings so that our 
community...our neighbours and the people who walk by...can see that this 
is a place of love and can see that they are loved.  I wanted us to make a 
physical sign of the love of God in our neighbourhood...and stand for 
something ourselves.  People reacted really well to them. 
 
We need to do quite a lot of outreach...opening our doors...hosting things 
here.  We really have to put our feet on the path of the Gospel.  I want it to 
be a place known to be open, welcoming and loving...not just for people to 
come in here...but also for us going out and sharing the Gospel.  I want to 
be building up the community and congregation that is here...encouraging 
new people that come along...opening up to the community...and together 
finding where God is calling us, so we can really be fulfilling our vocation.  
That’s my hope.  
 
And we have a lot of building stuff to be done...we have to fix the exterior 
of the building...we’ve got some roof work to do.  I’d love to have glass 
doors.  We are going to apply for grant money and redo the kitchen which 
could be better and more usable for community functions.  I want to fix the 
loos...if a person has mobility issues we do have an accessible loo but it 
looks like you are going into the men’s loos, so if you are a woman it’s not 
great.   
 
(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?  Are there any distinctive gifts that women 
bring to ministry? 
 
It would be impossible for it not to have changed the face of the Church.  
Obviously it means that the traditional view of what a vicar is changed...a 
vicar is not only going to be a man...it could be a woman...a pregnant 
woman...a young woman...an older woman.  And that changes life.  
 
I think probably one of the biggest ways it has changed things over time is 
the perspectives now at the table when decisions are made and mission is 
done.  If you only have one or two types of people pushing things forward, it 
can be very myopic...and I think that’s where we get ourselves into a lot of 
trouble.  
 
One of the benefits of women’s ordination is that we bring our own 
perspectives.  I am not a great believer that women, by our nature, are very 
sensitive people or good at consensus-building.  I think women...just like 
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men...have a whole host of emotions and ways of being that we express.  
What I do think, as a woman, is that you have a particular set of 
experiences of life that, when brought to bear in ministry...in prayer...in 
leadership in public life...add to a much more diverse picture. 
 
What are the experiences?  One of them is being underestimated...one is 
the expectations that society put on us...everything from how we dress, 
how much we weigh, what we do with our bodies, what types of jobs we 
take. These kind of things can weigh on you over the course of your life.  
The lucky of us have examples and encouragement around us, or the 
tenacity to push through all of that.  Hopefully it gives us a perspective 
about being marginalised and set aside. 
 
So I would hope that one of the things that women have brought over the 
past 25 years is a much keener awareness of what it means to be on the 
fringes of society...to be set aside or discounted. 
 
I think it’s also incredibly powerful to have women of faith leading people 
of faith...we still don’t have a lot of them.  An interesting question...has 25 
years of women’s ministry helped the progress of two other very significant 
groups in the Church of England who have really faced being set 
aside...people of colour...and people who are not from a middle- or upper-
class background?  In the Church of England we really struggle to have a 
racially diverse representation in our clergy...and we really struggle to 
reach out to working-class people.  You’d hope that women being at the 
table would raise attention for these other issues...but has it? 
 
Are there any distinctive challenges that women face as clergy? 
 
I think there are.  It’s still quite a male-dominated environment and there 
are some strange sets of expectations around women and what they do in 
the course of their lives.   Even among people who are affirming, who want 
women to be ordained and who celebrate women’s ministry...even with 
other women...there is still a lot of mystery around what it takes to be a 
female priest.  
 
A good example.  When I was beginning to near the end of my curacy, I got 
a lot of reasonably unsolicited advice from men and women who were 
clergy...and who I like and who are friends...who suggested that I should 
not apply to an incumbent-level position because I might start a family.  
Their worry was that it would be too difficult to bear children and be a 
parish priest...certainly for my first incumbency.  And I just think you’d be 
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hard-pressed to see anyone give that kind of advice to a man of my 
age...you just wouldn’t see it. 
 
I have heard people speak about female incumbent priests who have 
children sometimes in a very favourable way...and others in not such a 
favourable way.  And it may be fair sometimes but a lot of times it sounds 
like sexism...whether outright or internalised.   
 
One of the things you face as a female priest...and which is similar for many 
women who have a very public role...is that when you do things you can be 
characterised in a way that, I think, is sometimes not fair.  So an outspoken 
woman is often seen as brash.  If you try to be honest or straightforward 
then that can be seen as bossy. 
 
A friend of mine who was a priest...her training incumbent made it very 
clear that she wasn’t allowed to wear make-up.  Now, if a training 
incumbent said, ‘it’d be great if you didn’t wear red lipstick when taking 
Communion’...that’d be fair...but aside from that it’s nothing to do with 
them.  Some women wear make-up...some women don’t.  I wear it some 
days...some days I don’t.  Of course women experience that in every 
profession but I do think that it’s more pronounced when you work in a 
male-dominated profession. 
 
Do you feel your parishioners see you as equal to your male 
counterparts? 
 
I’m the first female incumbent in this church.  I feel totally embraced by 
them...and that’s been a real gift from them to me...both because I am a 
woman and because I am reasonably young, at 35.  They were open to the 
idea of having a female priest...they took a chance...and I am really 
grateful for that.  It does take people time sometimes...and my 
congregation were ready. 
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I am not aware of anyone not taking the sacrament from me...I wrongly 
thought it might happen when I took my curacy...but it didn’t. 
 
Do you feel male clergy see you as equal? 
 
I think most do. 
 
There are times when I feel I might be being underestimated...or maybe 
there is an issue over whether they think I am equal...but I am never sure 
whether that’s because I am a woman...or young...or American. 
 
There are two ways you can deal with being underestimated in life.  You 
can either let it overwhelm you, and that’s a shame, or you can just be 
yourself and prove them wrong...conducting yourself in such a way that you 
don’t let it flap you and seeing their surprise on their face. 
 
Sometimes I sense male clergy being a bit anxious or nervous around me 
because I represent change.  Sometimes I feel quite sympathetic...change 
can be difficult...but other times I feel very unsympathetic...especially if 
it’s because they are holding on to what they believe is normal. 
 
Do you feel you have to prove yourself? 
 
I think sometimes yes...but increasingly no.  I attribute that to me being in 
a very supportive place and an encouraging environment which is allowing 



	   18	  

me to realise my ministry...alongside the lay and ordained ministry of 
others here...in a really, really fruitful way.  So I decreasingly feel I have to 
prove myself...which is a huge gift and weight off me.  
 
But you are very aware that you don’t just represent yourself, you represent 
a whole group...men have the privilege of just representing 
themselves...people don’t just go off one female priest...they go off the lot 
of them!  And so you never get to just represent yourself, you’re also 
bearing the weight of other people.  ‘If I mess this up...it’s not just me 
that’s affected.’ 
 
What advice would you give a woman thinking of entering ministry?  
 
I’d say there are three things you need. 
 
You need a good network of people. I’ve a great network...female and 
male...many ordained, but not all...who really support me and give me 
advice, counsel and encouragement...and joy in my life.  And so when 
things are tough I have been able to reach out...and when things are great 
I’ve also been able to reach out. 
 
Another thing I’d really recommend is that they should absolutely find and 
meet women who are already in ministry...learn from them...and see them 
in action.  I thought for a long time I might be called to ordained ministry 
but it wasn’t until I went to a church where the Rector was a woman that I 
could really actively imagine myself in that role.  That’s why representation 
is so important for women...and other groups as well...because you need to 
see people where you can see a tiny bit of yourself.  We are very lucky in 
Southwark...women in ministry is very much on the agenda and there are 
lots of resources available. 
 
And finally, of course, find the time to engage with the joy of your own 
faith and not be afraid of letting that flourish.   
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