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Rosemary Shaw 
 

 

 
 
 
Rosemary Shaw was born in April 1944 in Guy’s Hospital. Her father was an 
engineer in a rubber company, her mother did various part-time jobs. She 
was the only child.  
  
After leaving school, Rosemary went to teacher training college and spent 
three to four years teaching English and history at a school in East London. 
At the age of 24 she went to Salvation Army training college and was 
commissioned as an officer, a full-time paid role. At the age of 29 she 
retrained as a social worker, a role she pursued for four years. 
 
After the birth of her son she trained as a Reader [licensed lay minister], 
which led to her being deaconed in 1989, initially being part of St 
Christopher’s Church in Walworth before taking up a curacy at St John’s 
Church, East Dulwich. 
 
Rosemary entered hospital chaplaincy in 1992 and, as such, joined the NHS. 
She was ordained into the priesthood in Southwark Cathedral in 1994. Her 
hospital chaplaincy spans 24 years, in both full-time and part-time roles, in 
Guy’s, St Thomas’, the Maudsley and King’s Hospitals. She retired in August 
2016 but has recently been fulfilling part-time chaplaincy in King’s. 
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She was married in 1979, has one son who is now 35, and divorced in 2005. 
She lives in East Dulwich. 
 
(i) Your story 
 
What were you doing 25 years ago? 
 
I was a part-time self-supporting [i.e. unpaid] curate at St John’s in East 
Dulwich, and I was also working part time in the chaplaincy in the Maudsley 
Hospital. I’d said to the vicar I was working with that I really wanted to be a 
hospital chaplain so he suggested I should write to one of the local hospitals 
and see if they’d take me on in a voluntary capacity...so I wrote to the 
Maudsley chaplain and he took me on. 
 
At that point, most of the Maudsley was for mental health but at the side 
there was the neuroscience block and the chaplain took me around and said, 
‘There you are...that’s what you are the chaplain to.’ I didn’t have the first 
clue what I was meant to do...but I loved it. 
 
And that became a proper part-time job so I was combining those two 
things. I was on a fellowship and also doing an MA at the same time. The 
fellowship was really supposed to be about mental health but we tweaked it 
so my fellowship and my MA dissertation could be around the same thing in 
neurology.  
 
I had a young son at the time...and was living here in Dulwich. 
 
How did ministry come about for you? 
 
My background is the Salvation Army...I was an officer...so this is really my 
second time round in ministry. 
 
All I can say is that I had a real ache for the Eucharist which the Salvation 
Army doesn’t have. So on Saturday mornings I used to go down to a church 
in Camberwell at 8.00am for their early morning service. There was only 
one other person there...who is also now a priest...and the vicar. And the 
vicar used to say good morning or goodbye but never asked me anything 
about myself and that’s what I needed. I didn’t need any pressure because 
it was a big thing leaving the Salvation Army...it’s like a nun leaving a 
convent, because your whole life is bound up in it. 
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But I came to the point when I thought I can’t be doing these two things and 
so I left the Salvation Army...although it remains a big part of my life and I 
still do some work for the college. I became a lay person in the Church of 
England and when I went to the vicar, whose service I went to early in the 
morning, he said, ‘There’s nothing for you in the Church of England as a 
minister...you could become a deaconess.’ And he said he couldn’t see 
women being priests in his lifetime...which was an encouraging start! 
 
Anyway, I become a Reader...not really with the idea of it going any 
further. But then the women deacons measure went through...and it always 
felt that there was going to be a continuity between my call into the 
Salvation Army and being a priest in the church. Although I couldn’t see how 
it was going to happen I felt that God had got some kind of purpose for 
me...I think that God calls us into things and out of things. 
 
I went on the Southwark Ordination Course in what is now called St 
Augustine’s. I don’t know how I managed to balance all these things...but 
there were others managing too. And in between all of that I had trained as 
a social worker and that was a very good background into hospital 
chaplaincy. 
 
I started working as a hospital chaplain part-time...and then it became full-
time. I moved to Guy’s and St Thomas’s and I retired two years ago but at 
the moment I am still working two to two-and-a-half days a week in King’s 
in the chaplaincy. I love being a hospital chaplain...and am just amazed how 
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people you’ve never met before open up themselves to you. They are 
anxious...frustrated...bored and people will talk to you even if they start, ‘I 
am not religious...’. In the course of a day you meet so many people...many 
of whom have never darkened the door of a church...and it’s now very 
multi-faith. 
 
What attracted me to ministry? I felt it was a continuity to the vow that I’d 
made as an officer in the Salvation Army...it’s a lifetime commitment you 
make there. At that time, if you were an officer you had to marry a fellow 
member...that’s relaxed a lot now. 
 
I remember vividly the day I became a Christian. I was in school...we had a 
new teacher who was young, vibrant, attractive and a very good 
teacher...and I couldn’t believe it when I discovered she was a Salvationist 
and wore this strange uniform on a Sunday. And she invited a group of us to 
a Salvation Army carol service and I didn’t go but some friends of mine 
went...and one of them became quite hooked and we’d discuss and argue 
about it.  
 
One Sunday, to keep her quiet and because Sunday was a bit boring, I went 
along with my friend and I was completely captivated. I sat on the seat 
nearest to the door so I could get out quickly...but the officer saw me and 
caught me...and that’s when it first started. 
 
It’s very public becoming a Christian in the Salvation Army...you have 
something called the mercy seat and you kneel there and someone comes to 
pray with you. When I went home and told my parents my dad said, ‘It’s in 
your blood.’ There had been a rift in my family and I didn’t know that my 
grandfather had been quite an influential person in the Salvation 
Army...missed a generation with my dad...and then caught up with me! 
 
There’s a song that was written by a Salvation Army officer who ended up 
being a mother superior in a Roman Catholic convent. It starts off with, 
‘Mine to rise when thou dost call me, Lifelong though the journey be.’ And I 
think that’s my strapline in a way. I believe I was called...it was lifelong...I 
thought it was in the Salvation Army...but it wasn’t. I am still not quite sure 
what to make of the Church of England. 
 
What lies at the core of your faith? 
 
I have to say this hoping that if the test came I’d still believe this: ‘That 
there is nothing that can separate us from the love of God which is in Christ 
Jesus our Lord’...that’s Paul in Romans. 
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Because in the end that’s the thing that matters...that holds us 
together...and I have seen people come to...or recover...faith in the most 
appalling situations where you’d think it’d turn them against, but somehow 
find themselves held by, the love of God. I think I say that in every other 
sermon I preach because that’s what is at the core of what I believe.  
 
Have I ever been brought to a situation where I might not believe that? I 
look at my son and if anything disastrous happened to him...would I hold on 
to that? I can only trust that I would...but I don’t know. 
 
I am amazed by the courage of people I find in a hospital...whether they 
call themselves believers or not. Somehow they find tremendous resilience.  
 

 
 
I remember a woman, whom I encountered almost by accident in hospital, 
who was diagnosed with motor neurone disease, an awful disease. Her 
husband was in prison. She saw me give Communion in the ward and she 
said, ‘Can I have some of that?’...and I thought it was a bit late starting 
confirmation lessons so I said, ‘Yes, you can.’ I found out later that she had 
been confirmed in the distant past. 
 
The last time I saw her was in outpatients and I don’t know what made me 
do it but I had taken my Communion set in with me that day...and she could 
hardly speak then. And she asked me would I give her Communion, in 
outpatients of all places, and I said yes I would and then she wanted me to 
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open her blouse...and deep down in the crevice was the little wooden cross 
I’d given her in hospital.. She had lost all her ability to use her hands and 
everything and she said, ‘I want you to do one more thing for me,’ and I 
said, ‘What’s that?’... ‘I want you to conduct my funeral.’ 
 
I just knew that was going to be the last time I spoke with her...and a few 
weeks later she died. And in all of that she refound faith...in the midst of 
this awful diagnosis that robbed her of everything. Some months later...I 
was in the children’s ward and this lady, a grandmother, was sitting there 
and she said, ‘You are the lady who did Carol’s funeral, aren’t you? I was 
her carer and I always had to put that cross there for her every day.’ 
 
Which Bible passage resonates with you? 
 
1 Corinthians 13, verse 12 
 

For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. 
 Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully 

known. 
 
I love that. 
 
I feel, particularly working in a hospital setting, that I’ve got more questions 
than answers...and I’ve got lots of questions to ask God when I see him. I 
think that’s just a lovely promise. We live within mystery now and there’s 
no pretending that we don’t. The whole business about suffering...there is 
no clear answer to it. But I just have to trust that one day I will know what 
this is about. But it won’t be this side of eternity. 
 
This may sound very morbid, but I am in the middle of planning my funeral 
and the person who is going to preach...I have told him that’s the verse he 
has to preach on. He actually said, ‘Perhaps you’d like to write it as well?!’ 
 
How do you spend your time outside ministry? 
 
I love to read...I like the cinema...the theatre, but it’s too expensive now. I 
like cooking for friends...I like entertaining. It’s very easy for ministry to 
become an obsession which is very unhealthy.  
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Where do you see yourself in 10 years’ time? 
 
I don’t think there’s any retirement in the Kingdom of God and I think that 
we women waited a long time to be ordained as priests...so whilst I’ve got 
health and strength I just want to keep going. 
 
I would like to be involved in ministry in some way...I’d like to feel I can 
still preach and have some type of pastoral work to do...but I can’t see me 
running round King’s College Hospital in 10 years’ time. I now do a lot of 
spiritual direction...I love that...and it’s a form of ministry. That is 
something that you can do as you get older and older because you must 
have learned something in all these years! 
 
Still living here? Possibly. I’m the trustee of a care home and every time I go 
there I think, ‘I wonder when I’ll end up here!’  
 
But we don’t know what tomorrow is going to bring...let alone in 10 years’ 
time...and that’s one of the things you do realise in a hospital...that life 
can be changed in a twinkle of an eye. People are sailing along quite happily 
and then something happens and their life is turned upside down. I meet 
people with such courage...some with faith...some would say they haven’t 
got faith...but all with real courage.  
 
(ii) Your ministry 
 
How do you express the core of your faith in your ministry? 
 
I have to believe that people think I am there for them.  
 
I think ministry is a great deal about presence rather than a lot of activity. 
So I have to believe...pray...hope...that when I encounter people, whether 
it’s in the hospital, the church, or wherever...that people think I am 
interested in them as people and not just as fodder to get them to church. 
It’s not so much what we say to people...but that we are there with people 
at the point when they need us. 
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I am interested in them...their past, present, and what they hope for in the 
future...and I hope that in that way I articulate something about the God 
who does not let us go...who is faithful...even with people who say they 
don’t believe, I think that’s really important. 
 
One of the things I have realised recently in conversations with patients 
with great faith is they don’t go anywhere near a church. I think that we are 
very much in the time of believing without belonging...and I think that’s 
quite a challenge to us in the Church. There can be all kinds of reasons why 
people don’t engage with the Church...sadly some of them have been very 
hurt by it.  
 
Which part of your ministry gives you the greatest fulfilment? 
 
I really enjoy being a hospital chaplain...although it’s very demanding.  
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There is joy in hospital chaplaincy but a lot of the things are also tinged 
with sadness. There is always a dilemma about the dog-collar in a 
hospital...do I wear it or don’t I wear it? I always do...because then patients 
know who they are talking to...they don’t think they are talking to a doctor 
and then halfway through find that they’ve told you things that they 
wouldn’t tell a chaplain! But it is a mixed blessing. For some people...they 
know who you are and they either talk to you or they don’t talk to you. For 
some it’s quite frightening...they equate it with death. 
 
I like having to make an instant rapport with people...it has to be instant 
because they might be gone tomorrow...the turnover is so rapid. I am quite 
people-centred...so when I was in a parish I enjoyed the pastoral side. I 
enjoy preaching and, of course, I enjoy celebrating the Eucharist. 
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It was the Eucharist that brought me into the Church of England and I think 
it’s a sacrament of healing. Although the Salvation Army doesn’t have the 
Eucharist it does have one of the most Eucharistic hymns which starts, ‘My 
life must be Christ’s broken bread...my love his outpoured wine.’ 
 
We talk a lot about the Eucharist in the Church but sometimes our attitude 
to it, mine too, is a bit shallow. Even when you are saying Eucharistic prayer 
as a priest it is easy to be on automatic pilot...especially if you are in a very 
Catholic parish where there might be Mass every day, or three or four times 
a week. Yesterday I did Mass at one church at 10.00am...and in another at 
12.00pm...and I went into the hospital and they were in the middle of Mass! 
One looks at people coming up for Communion and you do sometimes 
wonder what they are thinking about...they are having a little chatter as 
they come up and have a chatter as they go back. I do think we are a bit 
unthinking about the whole thing at times. We should be looking at the links 
between what we think we are doing in the Eucharist and what our daily life 
is about. 
 
Which part of your ministry do you find most challenging? 
 
Everything is so parish-centred in the Church of England. If you are not a 
parish priest then there is almost a feeling that you’ve left the coalface and 
what are you doing? I remember a lady saying to me, pityingly, ‘When are 
you going to get a parish?’...as though I’d somehow failed. So you can 
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sometimes feel does anyone really understand what it is to be in a different 
type of ministry, working in what is a secular organisation? 
 
And of course we’ve had in recent years all this stuff from the humanists 
objecting to hospital chaplains being paid by the NHS...it should all be being 
done by their local vicars for free. But if you come in to King’s you have 
patients from all over the country...so I am not sure how their local vicars 
would look after them! 
 
What’s most difficult is encounters with ministers who say to their patients, 
‘You don’t need to take this medication...you don’t need this treatment for 
cancer...if you have enough faith then God will heal you.’ It’s very 
pernicious and puts a tremendous burden on sick people because then they 
feel, ‘I am not getting better...I haven’t got enough faith...and so God isn’t 
going to heal me.’ I don’t think life is like that. I heard someone say to a 
mother who had lost her baby, ‘You must have done something terrible for 
God to have punished you like this.’ And it’s those things that people 
remember. The staff have some very difficult encounters with some of these 
ministers. Recently I had an African mother screaming at me to resurrect 
her dead baby...where had that come from? What do we mean by this idea 
that God can do everything? I find that challenging. 
 
Within the mainstream churches we need to think much more about what 
we mean by the healing ministry and the difference between healing and 
curing...and what the part of faith is in all of this. 
 
A ward sister said to me recently, ‘I’d hate your job’ and I said ‘Why’s 
that?’ and she said because so many people must be asking how and why 
this happened to them. People do ask me those questions. But I don’t think 
they expect me to come up with an answer. Because you feel embarrassed 
and inadequate it’s so easy to come up with some trite rubbish that sounds 
good but doesn’t stand the test. And I sometimes say, ‘I don’t know...all I 
believe is that God is with you in this situation...and there is a mystery 
about life and I can’t pretend to know why.’  
 
I love that guy who comes to Jesus and wants his son healed...and Jesus 
says, ‘Have you got faith?’...and he says ‘I believe, help thou with my 
unbelief.’ I think that’s one of the most profound sayings in the Gospels. 
 
And then there is the huge amount of admin. 
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What’s the difference you’d like your ministry to make in your 
community? 
 
Two things. 
 
To help people discover for themselves that whatever is happening...God is 
there with them. And when that person goes away from hospital and they 
look back they think, ‘That chaplain who came around...she was all 
right...she listened...she was interested’. Hopefully that’s extending the 
Kingdom. You have to find points of contact with patients. They are not 
immersed in Luke’s Gospel...it’s more likely to be Coronation Street. 
 
A smile goes a long way here. You have to earn respect in a hospital...you 
are in a queue with everybody else to see a patient...that’s why some 
parish priests don’t like it. In a parish you get immediate respect...that’s 
not the case in hospital chaplaincy. No one is really saying, ‘Oh, 
wonderful...here comes the Chaplain!’ You’re a small fish in a large pond.  
 
(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? 
 
If I think about the church setting I do believe that for people coming into 
the church for the first time it does look a more equal and balanced 
ministry if there are women and men. 
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I don’t like the stereotypes...women are pastoral and men are good at other 
things because some men are extremely pastoral and some women are less 
blessed pastorally.  
 
I sometimes think, though, that there are some women clergy who are very 
tempted to be like men...it’s a big temptation because you get accepted 
into the old boy network. But I just think, ‘What have we achieved if we go 
around looking like men and behaving like men?’...I am not interested in 
that...I just have to be me. 
 
In the hospital, 25 years later, you still get people quite surprised to see 
women as clergy. Some women patients like to see a woman priest...just 
like they like to see a woman doctor...but there are also some women who 
are delighted to see a man. 
 
I think women are quite popular for funerals...or that’s what I understand 
from what undertakers say. I hope it’s because we come over with some 
kind of warmth and integrity but again, it’s a stereotype because many men 
are the same. My first incumbent...he’s now a Bishop...he just taught me all 
I needed to know about a ministry with people that is respectful...is 
warm...is interested...every funeral has to be tailored to that family. 
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Are there any distinctive challenges that women face as clergy? 
 
It may be a pressure that we put on ourselves...but I often think we feel 
that we have to be twice as good...we really have to be on the ball all of 
the time. So if I conduct a funeral...I want to come up with the goods 
anyway for the family...but I really feel I have to do that otherwise I kind of 
feel I am letting down the whole of womanhood... ‘Oh, well, what you 
would expect from a woman priest?’ 
 
It may be just something we put on ourselves as compared to reality. I still 
feel that in church meetings women have to try very hard to get their word 
in. I’ve screwed up all my courage to say something and I’ve said it and it’s 
passed by...and then a few minutes later a man will say the same and it’s 
the greatest thought that ever was. And that’s probably true in 
business...women have to try very hard to get a word in edgeways. 
 
Being a mum and a priest? I think it is a distinctive challenge but perhaps 
getting a little easier...I think the Church is getting a little more flexible 
about part-time working. My son was four when I started on what was then 
the Southwark Ordination Course...my spiritual director at the time said I 
couldn’t possibly do it...he was six when I was ordained deacon.  
 
It was difficult...there was no accommodation in the parish I was going 
to...and I do remember the tension I felt at the time. We had a woman vicar 
quite near here...she had three quite young children and she made it quite 
clear and just said to the Bishop, ‘Between 3.30pm and 7.00pm I can’t do 
anything...I’ve got to be with them.’ And that’s right. 
 
And I say that as someone who is divorced. I find the whole 25th anniversary 
quite painful because in one sense it was amazing, in another it had a real 
cost to it...my marriage. People will say how wonderful...and yes it 
was...but there was a downside. It is interesting...out of the group of us 
who were ordained on the same day and in the same service...three others 
had the same situation. And for one of them, their partner was a priest. 
 
We were having difficulties before...but it came to a crunch on the day of 
me saying my first Mass. It wasn’t so much the rigours of the role, it was the 
perception of being married to a priest. My ex-husband...he would be fine 
with other women being priests but it’s a different thing when it’s your 
wife. He’d been brought up in Roman Catholic boarding schools, and had 
always had priests on a pedestal and never dared speak to them...so what 
happens when your wife becomes a priest? It’s very important that these 
stories are heard. 
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Do you feel your parishioners see you as equal to your male 
counterparts? 
 
In the hospital...people have got more to worry about compared to whether 
you are male or female! 
 
In the parish church, you have to really work at it. For me personally...I tell 
myself I am equal. It’s little things sometimes...I really don’t want to be 
called Mother...so they’ll talk about ‘Father X and Rosemary’...so you’re a 
bit ‘added on’. I’m not keen on ‘Father’...we’re too much into hierarchies 
in the church...all our callings are equally valid. 
 
I have not had people refusing Communion from me for at least eight years. 
 
But there are still places where it’s very difficult for women...and some 
women have had terrible times. Forward in Faith [a traditionalist Anglo-
Catholic organisation] used to have these little cards that were printed that 
you could carry around so that if you collapsed on the street someone would 
find it on you and it would say that you didn’t want the ministry of a female 
priest if you were dying. 
 
Do you feel male clergy see you as equal? 
 
Some do...some definitely do not. We do still have people...I can’t 
understand it myself... being ordained who are against the ordination of 
women. So obviously they are not going to see me as equal. 
 
But with all the Anglican priests I have worked with me...they’ve seen me 
as equal. 
 
Do you feel you have to prove yourself? 
 
I do...I do. I have to be careful that I am not a total workaholic. 
 
I think I’ve got better at that...particularly at the beginning I really felt I 
had to prove myself. But I just realised that I couldn’t keep up with my 
workaholic vicar...he was terrific and is now a Bishop...a wonderful, 
wonderful person...but I just couldn’t keep up with a young son.  
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What advice would you give a woman thinking of entering ministry?  
 
I see quite a lot of people as a spiritual director. The basic thing is that you 
have to follow what God is calling you to do. 
 

 
 
However, I do think you have to be realistic...there are times in our lives 
when we can do things and times when it is more difficult. So you will not 
be very popular if you turn up for an ordination course that you’ve been 
accepted on and you are pregnant. In a way, we live in a day when women 
want everything...but something has to give. 
 
So I’d be asking them to consider questions like...‘What’s the right time for 
me to do this?’... ‘What about my partner...how much are they prepared to 
give and take?’ I think it’s about balance and being realistic...and you may 
have to compromise on the type of job that perhaps you’d like to do...you 
may have to work part-time...or you might conclude that being in a parish is 
not what you can do. 
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