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Susie was born in London in September 1958. Her father worked for BBC 
Radio, her mother was a teacher. She was one of three children. She read 
music at Hertford College, Oxford and then went into teacher training. She 
spent four years as a teacher before taking a career break in order to bring 
up her family. 
  
In 1996 Susie entered theological training at St Stephen’s House in Oxford, 
which included studying for a degree in Theology. She was deaconed in 1999 
and joined All Saints’ Church in High Wycombe as a curate. In 2000 she was 
ordained priest. From 2004-2008 she was Team Vicar for two churches in 
High Wycombe. 
 
In 2008 Susie entered prison chaplaincy as the Anglican Chaplain at the 
Young Offender Institution in Rochester. In 2010 she joined the Isis prison 
for young offenders, attached to Belmarsh Prison, in Woolwich, as the 
Anglican Chaplain; she was promoted to Managing Chaplain in 2012. In 2019 
Susie was commended in the annual Butler Trust awards which recognise 
outstanding contributions in UK prisons. Susie has very recently left the 
Diocese of Southwark to take up a Managing Chaplain post at HMP East 
Sutton Park, an open prison for women in Kent. 
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She was married in 1980, and has three grown-up children and one 
grandchild. 
 
(i) Your story 
 
What were you doing 25 years ago? 
 
In that year I went to a selection conference...my husband was head of a 
school for deaf children in West Sussex, our three children were at primary 
school and I was thinking of doing self-supporting [i.e. unpaid] ministry in 
my local church. 
 
I had a successful selection board...all very exciting...and I was going to 
start ministry. But the local authority school for children with hearing 
impairments, which my husband was head of, became financially unviable 
and closed. So his job, our home (because we lived in the school and 
suddenly had nowhere to live)...the whole thing fell apart. So the best 
option for us as a family seemed to be for me to go for stipendiary [i.e. 
paid] ministry, and to do a full-time residential course, because that would 
solve our problems. 
 
So that all happened...which was a miracle in itself, because it was in 
Chichester Diocese where the Bishops were very reluctant to speak to 
women trying to go through the process. It took seven years between 
speaking to my vicar and getting ordained...so I sometimes thought the only 
women who got through were persistent rather than holy. 
 
How did ministry come about for you? 
 
I went to a girls’ school and we all loved doing surveys. At lunchtime we’d 
all go round asking people, ‘What’s your favourite food?’...and one girl was 
going round asking, ‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’ And I 
remember saying I wanted to be one of the first woman priests. And then I 
lost my faith as a teenager. I became quite anti-religion...thought it was all 
nonsense...all silly. I was a strong atheist...read a lot of philosophy and 
things. 
 
And then I was 33...I’d had the three children...we’d moved to Chichester 
and the theological college was quite near to the church we went to. And 
quite a few young families would come...and I made friends with one of 
them...and one day I went round for coffee with one of them and she said, 
‘Let’s go to the Women’s World day of prayer service at the college’...so we 
went along. We leave my two-year-old daughter and our coats with a man in 
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the crèche...and go into this awful draughty chapel...and have to sit right 
at the front. So I sit there thinking, ‘I am worried about my daughter...I’m 
cold...I’m sitting in this blooming place where people come to be priests.’ 
 
And I thought, ‘I could do that now.’ And it was like the whole universe 
clicked into focus...like the focus on a camera. That was it. And the person 
who was preaching was a deaconess...and it was one of those sermons you 
feel is punching you in the face. Every other word...‘calling’...‘vocation’... 
‘priest’...‘you’...kind of thing. 
 
So I went home...and we were doing a week of guided prayer at our church 
so I was reading a lot of the Bible...and again these words kept jumping 
out...and I was trying to forget about it but I just couldn’t. In the end I 
thought, I’ll tell my husband...and he’ll laugh his head off...and that’ll be 
the end of it. All through his life he’d been asked had he got a 
vocation...had he thought of becoming a priest? And the answer for him had 
always been no. But he didn’t laugh at all...he said, ‘I think you 
should...you should do it.’ 
 
So that’s what I did. Both me and my husband were spiky Anglo-Catholics 
and the obvious place to go to was St Stephen’s House in Oxford...and that 
was a real eye-opener. It was 1996...so there were still people bereaved 
from the terrible thing the church had done to them training alongside the 
very people who represented that very thing that had happened to them.  
 
On the other hand, if you are an Anglo-Catholic that is the place to go 
because we had huge amounts of fun...as Anglo-Catholics do. Our children 
were our big worry...I was going to be the main person at work and my 
husband was going to do part-time teaching...how would that affect our 
children? But they had a great time...there were about 24 children there 
aged between three and 16...and they moved like a pack; you either had all 
of them in your flat or none of them. But because it was a monastery, and 
thus an enclosed space, you knew they were somewhere safe. So they had a 
lot of freedom during the three years I was there and they made lifelong 
friendships. And we made a lot of friends there. 
 
I was privileged enough to go and do a theology degree at Oxford...my 
second Oxford degree...my first was music. I was 37 when I did my second 
degree...you really feel the lack of brain cells...you can’t memorise things 
like you used to...but you have more insight and you’re doing it for a 
different reason. We had an amazing tutor teaching us Greek in St Stephen’s 
House...the first lecture was all about why you are doing this: it’s not for 
you...it’s for your congregation.  
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The most extraordinary thing is that the New Testament Greek has ended up 
being most useful in the prison, not in the parish. In the parish I carried it 
on for my own benefit...struggling through the morning readings in 
Greek...whereas here I have actually taught some of the prisoners. Because 
all of the Muslim prisoners are trying to learn Arabic...others want to do the 
same sort of thing. So we’ve had people learning Greek and Latin...because 
they want to be able to read it.  
 
So how did prison chaplaincy come about? When I was training it was one of 
the placements I did. I was struck, as many people are the first time they 
visit a prison, that these are people...not what you are expecting...just 
ordinary people who need help. And the Catholic chaplain said to me, ‘You 
should be a prison chaplain because they all miss their mums...and they 
could do with a bit of mothering.’ It’s a second vocation...you are called to 
prison chaplaincy...I don’t think you could do it if you weren’t.  
 
Did I originally feel called into ministry? No...not at all.  
 
I am envious of people who say they love ministry...I’ve always found 
ministry tough. I always read with bafflement Jesus saying, ‘Take my yoke 
upon you, it’s not very heavy’...it feels heavy to me. I’ve always found 
ministry heavy...and hard... and draining...particularly prison ministry. It’s 
a huge responsibility and it’s hard.  But I think when I stop I will look back 
and say what a privilege it was. 
 
When you are a parish priest there are days when you are faffing about 
doing things that lead you to ask, ‘Is this what I trained to do?’ There’s 
absolutely none of that in prison. It’s a bit like funerals when you can make 
a massive difference for somebody in the name of God...ministering to them 
at their moment of great need...but if you spent all day taking funerals 
you’d be utterly drained. That’s what prison ministry is like...but at the end 
of the day you’re able to look at yourself and say, ‘I’ve done something.’ 
 
We recently had an Anglican prison chaplain’s conference...we hadn’t had 
one for six years because neither the Church nor the prison service would 
pay for it. The image we’d come up with for the conference was ‘Treasure 
in clay jars’...we feel that prison is the clay jar and we know what treasure 
we look after.  
 
I think with all ministry you have to accept that partly you’re doing it to 
feel good about yourself...to feel that you’re a good person. Here the staff 
treat us as though we are good people, no matter what we are like. Well 
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that’s all very flattering...people thinking you’re good...when nobody is 
that great and nobody is better than anyone else. So that is all a bit 
seductive. But it’s a really privileged position...we float about the prison 
representing goodness and loveliness and everyone accepts us. It gives you 
hope in a place like this.  
 
But on the other hand I think it’s important in life that you feel you are 
making a positive contribution. Prison chaplaincy is a very positive thing you 
can do...if we can turn people away from crime...if we can stop someone 
from going out and burgling...drug dealing or whatever else. 
 

 
 
There is a narrative in the press around prisons being a holiday camp and we 
should lock them up and throw away the key. But there are very few 
prisoners who are not going to be released one day and it’s like if you trap a 
wasp in a bottle, and then let it out, it’s going to be an angry wasp. That’s 
what prison can do if you don’t do anything constructive inside. I’d much 
rather release somebody who’s, kind of, fought his demons, has had some 
training, has a proper plan in place, supportive friends, has got somewhere 
to live, has kept his relationships going...because he’s less likely to turn to 
crime again. 
 
What lies at the core of your faith? 
 
I think I have got a rubbish faith. 
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I think it’s very weak...so a lot of the time I’m going around with this 
grumbly voice in my head saying this is all nonsense...there is no God. I 
think it’s about God being beyond understanding. That bothers me...I can’t 
grasp it. You know when you go to Westminster Tube station at rush hour, 
with those big escalators, and you look at all those people and you think, 
‘These are all the souls and God can hear all their prayers?’ My mind isn’t 
big enough to grasp that. And I know that’s being human...you can’t grasp 
God...it’s arrogant to think you could but, on the other hand, as someone 
who studies and reads things I want to grasp things. 
 
So for me, the moment when my faith comes and when it all falls into place 
is saying Mass...it’s like a rock. 
 

 
 
And even my congregation here...the majority are Pentecostal 
Christians...they’ve learned now not to mess with the Eucharist. We only 
get an hour on Sundays before they have to go back so we do the proper 
opening and confession...but then we go Pentecostal and we have whatever 
readings fit the occasion...and then the Eucharistic prayer, Lord’s Prayer, 
and then distribution...that’s it...that’s all you really need. I think prison 
ruins you for normal worship...it feels long and wordy and dull. We can’t be 
dull here...you have to keep it spiritual...not entertaining. 
 
Last Sunday we had 41 in the congregation. Only six or seven came up to 
receive Communion...that’s usual...a lot of them are free-church or 
Pentecostal Church and unfamiliar with it. I usually get about 25% receiving 
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Communion...and of those I don’t even know if they have been confirmed. 
They will come up for prayer ministry...but I think they are embarrassed. 
We’re currently having volunteers sit with a group of them and asking them 
if they’d like them to pray for them...which means they don’t have to come 
up.  
 
The first time I took a service in a prison, in Rochester, the young prisoners 
talked their way through the service...they hadn’t had a Eucharist for two 
years. And I told them, ‘I’m an Anglican, that’s what I am going to do on a 
Sunday.’ I had no idea how it was going to go...and I wasn’t very optimistic. 
That first week I had 90 people sitting through the service...when we got to 
Eucharistic prayer I told them what it was and they were silent...you could 
have heard a pin drop.  
 
And the first time I stood at the front and said ‘Let us pray’...it was like a 
wall that nearly knocks you over. And I realised that every one of these boys 
has been locked up in a cell on his own for the first time. And the first time 
you come to prison you don’t know anybody...everything you’ve heard 
about prison is probably quite frightening. And there you are... you are 
locked up...you can’t ask anyone. There’s an emergency alarm bell, but 
that’s for emergencies...you can’t just ring it and say, ‘I’m frightened’...so 
that’s when they pray and their prayer is very real. So when you say to 
them, ‘Let us pray’, they know exactly what you mean. 
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In a parish when you say, ‘Let us pray’, it’s different what people do... they 
may shift their position, but you don’t feel it the way you do with prisoners. 
Their prayer is amazing...it’s a privilege to be part of that and representing 
Christ in this community. My boys minister to us as much as we minister to 
them...we learn from them the whole time. The suffering they go 
through...it actually brings out the best in them as well.  
 
Something I talk with my colleagues about is the fact that the worship we 
lead doesn’t feed us... you cannot possibly relax when you are leading a 
service in a prison. The worst thing that will happen is that they will start 
punching each other...and that’s a very real fear...we’ve recently had a 
couple of fights...you just can’t relax. 
  
There’s a lovely image in the Bible when it says, ‘You’ll be tried and tested 
in the fire like silver.’ A silversmith takes a ladle and put the bits of silver in 
it ...puts it in the hottest part of the fire and holds it there... and when all 
the impurities have burned off you can see your reflection in it and that’s 
when you take it out. So I say that to people here...when you are 
undergoing this trial God is holding you and watching you and wanting to see 
his image in you...and that’s what you need to do whilst you are here.  
 
Which Bible passage resonates with you? 
 
I am a great believer in the Lectionary...and whatever the daily readings 
are. I don’t really have a favourite. 
 
But I suppose the passage I go to is the story of Jairus and his 
daughter...and the woman with the issue of blood.  
 
It’s brilliant...Mark 5: 21-43 
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When Jesus had crossed again in the boat to the other side, a great crowd 

gathered round him; and he was by the lake. Then one of the leaders of the 
synagogue named Jairus came and, when he saw him, fell at his feet and 

begged him repeatedly, ‘My little daughter is at the point of death. Come 
and lay your hands on her, so that she may be made well, and live.’ So he 

went with him. 
 

And a large crowd followed him and pressed in on him. Now there was a 
woman who had been suffering from haemorrhages for twelve years. She 
had endured much under many physicians, and had spent all that she had; 
and she was no better, but rather grew worse. She had heard about Jesus, 
and came up behind him in the crowd and touched his cloak, for she said, 

‘If I but touch his clothes, I will be made well.’ Immediately her 
haemorrhage stopped; and she felt in her body that she was healed of her 

disease. Immediately aware that power had gone forth from him, Jesus 
turned about in the crowd and said, ‘Who touched my clothes?’ And his 

disciples said to him, ‘You see the crowd pressing in on you; how can you 
say, “Who touched me?” ’ He looked all round to see who had done it. But 

the woman, knowing what had happened to her, came in fear and 
trembling, fell down before him, and told him the whole truth. He said to 

her, ‘Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace, and be healed of 
your disease.’ 

 
While he was still speaking, some people came from the leader’s house to 

say, ‘Your daughter is dead. Why trouble the teacher any further?’ But 
overhearing what they said, Jesus said to the leader of the synagogue, ‘Do 

not fear, only believe.’ He allowed no one to follow him except Peter, 
James, and John, the brother of James. When they came to the house of 
the leader of the synagogue, he saw a commotion, people weeping and 

wailing loudly. When he had entered, he said to them, ‘Why do you make a 
commotion and weep? The child is not dead but sleeping.’ And they laughed 

at him. Then he put them all outside, and took the child’s father and 
mother and those who were with him, and went in where the child was. He 
took her by the hand and said to her, ‘Talitha cum’, which means, ‘Little 

girl, get up!’ And immediately the girl got up and began to walk about (she 
was twelve years of age). At this they were overcome with amazement. He 
strictly ordered them that no one should know this, and told them to give 

her something to eat. 
 
 
I use this story to tell about being a good father. Even though he is an 
important man...the leader in the synagogue...he comes and humbles 
himself in front of Jesus, asking him to heal his daughter...not his son but 
his daughter. And he throws himself on the ground in front of Jesus and asks 
him to come to his house. 
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There’s a big crowd on the way to Jairus’s house and there’s this woman 
who has had constant bleeding for 12 years...she’s spent lots of money and 
can’t be healed...and that makes her unclean so she can’t worship. That’s 
symbolic for me about women, and all of the things that stop you 
worshipping, including having children. 
 
And she creeps forward and touches the fringe of Jesus’ cloak. And for me 
that’s also how, if I am not careful, I practise my religion...by thinking that 
God is too big and important for me to bother. I just need to creep around 
the edge and not ask for anything and not be demanding of God. And the 
opposite happens. Jesus stops the crowd and turns around and says, ‘Who 
touched me?’...and he made her then preach the Gospel because she had to 
give testimony on what had happened...that she had faith...and touched his 
fringe. 
 
And there was a big crowd so she wouldn’t just be able to creep back into 
the crowd and obscurity...she would have been asked what had 
happened...and so she’s preaching the Gospel. So Jesus goes to Jairus’s 
house...sends everyone else away...cures his daughter...and then says, 
‘Don’t tell anyone.’ And that’s a gift to ministry...sometimes you need not 
to go back to the synagogue...but stay at home with your daughter and 
rejoice with her. So it’s one of the stories that affirms women’s ministry.  
 
And I suppose if I go right back to when I was struggling with how women 
can be priests...Mary of Bethany is my hero...because she does the 
anointing of Jesus, which is priestly, and she listens to his teaching, which is 
discipleship. 
 
How do you spend your spare time outside ministry? 
 
Before I wanted to be a priest I wanted to be a writer...I have written one 
book though I’ve never quite decided and so it has two possible endings! 
I’ve always written diaries and stories. I have four other books on the 
go...one of them is about a prisoner. 
 
And I love reading. It helps with empathy...you’re putting yourself in 
someone else’s life. 
 
What do you want to be doing in 10 years’ time? 
 
I’d like to still be doing some kind of ministry...it would be nice helping out 
in a local church...midweek services...giving the sacrament. 
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But also being properly retired...spending time with the family and 
grandchildren...doing something creative, maybe painting or writing. 
 
(ii) Your ministry 
 
How do you express the core of your faith in your ministry? 
 
The core of my faith is about God’s generosity...that he wants to help you 
and love you...and to show that in every way. And so what we try to model 
with our prisoners is that we care about you and if you need something we’ll 
do it for you...and that includes the Eucharist. This is the huge sacrifice 
that God has made for you because he loves you. This is the ultimate in 
love...to give your own son and give your own life. 
 
We remember their names...we shake their hands...and we don’t treat 
them as though they are untouchables. 
 

 
 
And it can also be a really concrete thing. If we help them develop their 
faith then it becomes something that keeps them going...motivates 
them...it gives them hope. That’s what we are working towards...having a 
prisoner saying I’ll never commit a crime again. And their faith will often be 
the lynchpin for that. 
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What part of your ministry gives you the greatest fulfilment? 
 
It’s the music...I run a band here. At the moment it’s struggling because I 
have five drummers and one guitarist who is a lapsed Catholic...he’s very 
musical but wasn’t coming along (he’s recently started to come again, 
which is great).  We practise on a Thursday morning...I play the 
keyboards...and bass or the organ if necessary. 
 

 
 
The Sunday audience can suck the energy out what we do...so we never 
actually perform that well on a Sunday compared to when we are practising 
on a Thursday. When we nail something it feels great. 
 
I really enjoy that. But the Thursday mornings are difficult now...I don’t 
have that energy in the group. The guitarist writes his own music...it’s 
secular...about his girlfriend...brilliant songs but not something I can use 
here. 
 
Which part of your ministry do you find most challenging? 
 
There’s a lot that is challenging. I’d say the most difficult is breaking bad 
news...I think it dates back to when prisons started. You had a governor, a 
doctor and an Anglican chaplain...and that role has always stayed with 
chaplaincy.  
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I lost count at about 500 when I was taking funerals as a curate...that 
experience helps me deal with bereavement here. I haven’t taken a funeral 
for eight years but I deal with bereavement a lot. You have to go and get 
them from their cells... ‘Please come with me’ and they say ‘What is 
it...what is it?’...and you say, ‘I can’t tell you’...and they know it’s 
something awful. That is hard. That’s why we get respect from the prison 
officers. Imagine a young man...in his twenties...and his mum dies 
unexpectedly...all they can do is to make a 10-minute phone call to his 
family...the phone cuts off after 10 minutes...or he can have a visit but 
that’s in the big visits hall with everyone else. We try to support them...it’s 
a massive part of my ministry here. I’m here to help them through it. 
 
We recently had three boys who all lost their mums at the same time. The 
funeral was going to take place in Africa for two of them so I went with 
them to the undertakers, handcuffed to officers, to say goodbye to their 
mums’ bodies. Afterwards they came up here...we had tea and cake talked 
about it all. The three boys were completely different...different 
cultures...a Muslim, Catholic and a Pentecostal...and they really helped 
each other. 
 
They can only go to the funeral if it’s a parent, sibling, or child. If someone 
cannot go to the funeral...for a gran or a best friend...we get them up here, 
roughly at the same time of the funeral if we can, and we say some prayers 
and light a candle. 
 
I once described to the Bishop what it was like doing prison ministry. It’s as 
though you step off the mothership, the Church of England, into a little 
lifeboat because you are off to rescue people. And it drifts away from the 
mothership and you can still see it in the distance...the lights...but you’re 
not part of it any more and you have an indistinct picture of what is going 
on there.  
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I feel spiritually drained by what I do. But you are offering them hope...at a 
very difficult time for them. 
  
What’s the difference you’d like your ministry to make in your 
community? 
 
It’s that they believe that God has a purpose for them and that they can 
take the brave step of stepping away from crime. They are afraid of that 
because they don’t know anybody who has done it...they know a lot who 
have not succeeded and they know a lot of friends who have either died on 
the streets or are back inside. 
 
So to get them to believe they can...that’s our mission. That’s what we 
want them to see...that they can do it. And they can do it...because that’s 
God’s purpose for them. So we use Jeremiah, ‘I have a purpose for you...to 
prosper you...not to harm you...for a future.’ It’s a big triumph that our 
mission statement for the prison uses some of those words. That’s the thing 
we say to them...that God has a purpose for you...to make you 
flourish...but it’s your choice. Deuteronomy is a big text for them... ‘I set 
before you a blessing and a curse...life and death...choose life.’ And that’s 
how God treats us...it’s always our choice. Getting them to realise that it 
was their choice to come to prison gives them agency.  
 
These notecards...standing on my desk by the phone...these are the names 
of all the people I’ve got to know. When they leave I give them a prayer 
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card...with the footprints in the sand...because that helps...and then I add 
their name. And I tell them that I will never forget them because these 
cards will come with me to my grave in my coffin. And I keep the cards 
there...by the phone...so that I can pray for whoever catches my eye that 
day. And if I’ve got a spare 10 minutes then I’ll look them up on the 
computer system...and that tells me if they are still outside. One of them 
rang up the other day...he’s got a child with his partner, he’s got a job, 
he’s doing really well. And he said, ‘You won’t forget me, will you?’ I say to 
them, ‘I’ll never forget you...and I’ll always pray for you.’  
 
The picture on the back of the cards is significant because it is my favourite 
artwork in the whole world (Pieta by Michelangelo)...because it’s so 
beautiful but also because it represents a woman holding Christ’s body and 
that is the image that some of us have used to feel that what we are doing 
is right. The first person to show Christ’s body to the world was a woman. 
 
I recently counted up that around 50 musicians have come through my band 
over eight years. When I laboriously went through the computer, which will 
tell you whether they are back in prison or outside, only a handful are back 
in. That’s pretty good going...that’s success. That was lovely to find out. 
 
(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? 
 
No...I don’t believe it’s changed the Church of England...the only thing that 
has changed is that we have women. I wouldn’t have thought it’s made a 
massive difference to ministry...it’s just that we’ve corrected a massive 
injustice...and we’ve tapped a huge source of ministry that wasn’t before 
being exercised. And I think it’s been clear for years that God calls women 
to the priesthood. 
 
In the prison service around 40% of the Anglican prison chaplains are 
female…and that’s partly to do with the fact that we are protected by the 
Civil Service equality and diversity policy which does not allow 
discrimination against women...unlike our experience in the Church, where 
any member of your congregation can call your orders into question and 
refuse to receive Communion. 
 
I don’t think women’s ministry is distinctive from men’s...because some 
men have feminine characteristics and vice versa. It’s a cliché to think that 
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women are going to be terribly good at pastoral care and run the Sunday 
school well...and the men will make sure the building doesn’t fall 
down...and all those sorts of stereotypes. 
 
But some prisoners do find it harder to relate to other men...and male 
authority figures. And a lot of them have grown up around women with no 
father...so they relate to women easier. So at a time when they are having 
a really bad time...they want their mum...and female chaplains find that’s 
an open door. 
 

 
 
 I have had Catholic and Muslim prisoners saying to me, ‘Can I talk to you?’ 
because they are embarrassed about talking to a man about their feelings, 
whereas they don’t to a woman. We’re not a threat to anyone...we are very 
unlikely to be a target of violence...what’s the point of punching a little old 
woman? The young men call me ‘Mother Susie’...and the Africans ‘Moma 
Susie’. 
 
There is a whole generation of boys in society who don’t have a father...but 
I am absolutely sure that any of the male chaplains would be as good as I am 
at pastoral care because that is their job...they should be able to relate to 
a man and not worry about crying in front of a male chaplain. But the fact is 
that they do. And we do get some prisoners who don’t relate as well to a 
woman. 
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Research suggests that women are more collaborative. And I do try to do it 
by consensus...I don’t see it as a weakness to ask my team about a decision 
that I need to take [Susie leads a multi-faith team of 10 ministers]. I’m not 
omniscient...it’s actually helpful...especially if it’s about chaplaincy...even 
though I’ve worked in chaplaincy for 10 years I still don’t know everything 
about Islam or Sikhism. 
 
Are there any distinctive challenges that women face as clergy? 
 
When I was a Parish priest it was just the sort of challenges any woman gets 
when they are first in a position of authority over people who are not used 
to it. And the only way to get around anything like that is to be gracious and 
patient with people...and see that it’s not you they object to, even if it 
feels very personal. 
 
At the 20th ordination anniversary, back in 2014, they put on a service at 
quite a few cathedrals to celebrate it. The Bishops needed to ensure that 
they could both celebrate the anniversary but also respect those who were 
still opposed to it. And so they said that everyone could flourish.  
 
At the moment it’s not a challenge...all of my team accept me. It has been 
an issue whilst I have been here in the past eight years...two chaplains 
left...I was line managing them and they just wouldn’t accept me because I 
was a woman. They were other faiths where they don’t have female 
leadership so it was very alien to them. So that was the distinctive issue: I 
manage a multi-faith team...which happens in prison chaplaincy. 
 
I don’t know how younger women cope...I didn’t work for 10 years when my 
children were little. I don’t know how young women cope when they are 
trying to combine being a priest and having a family...I think for men as 
well the challenge of having a young family in a vicarage is tremendous. The 
lack of privacy, the fact that your children grow up in a goldfish bowl. We 
didn’t have that because ours were teenagers by then. 
 
I firmly believe that you cannot be a priest, whether you are male or 
female, unless God has called you to do it...it’s not easy.  
 
Do you feel your parishioners see you as equal to your male 
counterparts? 
 
Yes they do...I don’t think there is any issue for any of them 
here...including amongst the Muslims. I wouldn’t have said that when I was 
in my parish. I still had people saying things like, ‘You’re great but when 
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you go we need to go back to having a man vicar. We’ve tried this...nothing 
awful has happened...but...’ 
 
Do you feel male clergy see you as equal? 
 
I don’t have any male Anglican colleagues here. In my team we all feel 
equal. 
 
Do you feel you have to prove yourself? 
 
Yes. I do think there is still a feeling of we have to do what we do really 
well ...as there are people who would like to stop it. I don’t how many 
there are...but suspect there are more than you might think. 
 
Discrimination on the grounds of gender and race feel exactly the same to 
me. So as a Church we would never say... ‘Let’s allow people who won’t 
have a black priest to flourish’...but it’s OK to say that about a woman...I 
just don’t get it. We are all children of God...we are all souls...and I don’t 
know where you can find the theological justification. You can only find it in 
tradition...or in that argument that until the Catholic Church does it, we 
can’t do it...which makes no sense to me at all. 
 
So...yes...I do feel we have to prove ourselves...and I certainly feel that 
pressure to be good at what I do. I think a lot of women feel insecure in 
their own ability...and are more likely to collapse under criticism. And when 
men tend to be arrogant, ‘I can do this’, women will tend to step back and 
say, ‘There’ll be someone who can do this better than me.’ 
 
I was amazed how many female prison chaplains there are...because most 
prisons are for men. And I think it’s because we don’t have to fight that 
battle any more...the Civil Service has got a brilliant record on equality and 
diversity...you are protected by that and even though I line-manage Muslims 
and Catholics, who don’t have female leaders, they have to accept my 
authority...and nobody questions the fact that I am a priest. 
 
What advice would you give a woman thinking of entering ministry? 
 
I am a vocations adviser...have been for most of my ministry...and one of 
the things I love doing, and am really proud of, is the fact that a couple of 
the people who I have seen are training for ministry now. 
 
It’s not easy. Your children get teased at school... ‘I suppose you have to 
pray all the time’. Someone asked my son about his mum being a 
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priest...and he said we never had a normal Christmas Day because I was 
working until about 4.00pm on Christmas Day and they always had to wait 
for their presents...and that’s becoming an issue now with my grandson. But 
my daughter said that we have a much better Christmas because we don’t 
start eating until late in the afternoon. It’s funny...I am doing what 
Christmas is all about but I am spoiling their Christmas. 
 
If you feel God has called you to be a priest then you should go for it...and 
have that vocation tested...and if that is what God is calling you to be, 
that’s what you should be. It’s not about saying, ‘You might enjoy doing this 
job’, because I can’t honestly say to somebody that you’ll love every minute 
of it...because it’s a huge responsibility and it is hard. 
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