
   

Since 2006 the number of women being ordained has exceeded that of men. Statistics from the 
end of 2007 show that whereas in 1997 six per cent of parochial-incumbent status clergy in the 
Church of England were women, by the end of 2007 this had increased to 15 per cent – 974 out 
of 6,450. Behind these headline figures, however, a different picture is emerging. The majority of 
women are ordained to non-stipendiary ministry. When over a quarter of clergy in the Church are 
now women, 15% appears a less positive figure. And women remain under-represented in senior 
posts and as leaders of larger churches.   
 
Patterns of deployment 
In addition, the ratio of stipendiary men to women still varies considerably between dioceses. In 
2006, Chichester had 300 men and 16 women, Blackburn had 209 men and 22 women. In 
Southwell, on the other hand, there were 35 women clergy out of 125, and in Southwark, 71 out 
of 282. 
 
This pattern of ministry for women is both helpful and unhelpful. Many women welcome the 
opportunity to work more flexibly, combining ministry with other responsibilities in a way which 
is more difficult in a full-time stipendiary post.  
 
But women who are not stipendiary may find they are missing out in other ways. Fewer will be 
incumbents; and then cannot be considered as ‘training incumbents’. They may miss out on 
some of the information which is communicated to incumbents and priests in charge. Their 
ministry may be perceived as less valuable than that of full-time stipendiary colleagues; and they 
may miss out on opportunities for training and advancement.  
 
In a recent book on Free Church women’s ministry, Janet Wootton similarly notes how more and 
more women are entering ordained or authorised ministry, and are changing that ministry, but 
that this may have an unwelcome outcome. As ministry is restructured, women’s leadership may 
be eroded: there are more part-time positions, more non-stipendiary ones, and more retired 
priests and ministers used an alternative labour supply, meaning fewer women in full-time paid 
leadership posts. 
 
Women and larger churches  
There were just six women out of 100+ delegates at a conference held in November 07 for 
leaders of ‘larger’ Anglican churches. The fact that so few women are leading larger churches is 
of concern; it is, so far as I can tell, as true in the Free Churches as in the Anglican Church. Recent 
research in the Episcopal Church (USA) has discovered that the larger the congregation, the less 
willing people are to have a woman as their rector. 
  
I don’t believe it is possible to say, as some have said: ‘give it more time’. That cannot, in any 
case, be said of women in the USA, where women have been priests for several decades. In 
addition, many Anglican women had considerable experience as deaconesses and deacons before 
becoming priests in 1994. Some women have now had 15 years’ experience as incumbents of 
smaller or medium sized churches, more than many men have had before leading a larger 
church. So why are there so few women leading larger churches? 
 
This question was addressed in November 2007 by Andrew Watson, vicar of St Stephen’s East 
Twickenham, with contributions by Susie Sanders, vicar of Christ Church Guildford and Libby 
Etheringon, a curate in East Twickenham. A presentation entitled ‘The Recruitment and 
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Deployment of Women Clergy in the Larger Church’ looked at some statistics: about church 
growth in churches led by women (from Bob Jackson’s The Road to Growth); about the 
increasing proportion of women ministers; about the churchmanship of male and female 
ministers (more women than men describing themselves as liberal or broad church, and fewer 
women than men describing themselves as evangelical); and the fact that women (especially 
young women) are leaving evangelical churches at a greater rate than men.   
 
Where are the evangelical women? 
Watson then suggested some possible explanations for the comparative lack of evangelical 
women among the clergy workforce: a diminishing pool of women from which to recruit leaders, 
an unsupportive church culture, a lack of female role models; and a lack of acceptance of 
women’s ministry in evangelical circles. One of the ordained women spoke of both the joys of 
ministry and of obstacles and hostility in a variety of forms: for example, the reference which said, 
‘I don’t know that I agree with women vicars, but if I did, this would be a really good one’! 
 
From my own encounters with women and my research in this area, I know how common this is. 
And that as a result: ‘the kingdom of God is missing out on the fruitfulness from the ministry of 
people he’s calling, because as church leaders we are failing to develop their leadership.’ The 
presentation ended with a call to keep praying, and keep raising up leaders, male and female.  
 
I believe the key question is not only: Why is there a comparative lack of evangelical women 
among clergy? but also: Among those churches which are open to women as leaders, why there 
are so few women leading larger churches? As I begin further research on this issue and look 
towards a future consultation, I’d be interested to know what others think (do email me: 
rward@cpas.org.uk), and in ideas for how the situation can be improved. In the meantime, here 
are some possible reasons and remedies: 
 
Barriers to women 
�x�� Women who want to serve in a larger church sometimes can’t find a curacy in one, so may 

appear to have less relevant experience on their CV. 
�x�� Some congregations still have little experience of women’s leadership – so are not sure 

what having a woman leader would be like. 
�x�� Some women don’t apply for posts in larger churches, even if they have plenty of 

experience, because they lack confidence and fear being isolated.  
 
To change the future? 
�x�� More risk-taking on both sides? Churches employing women as curates – and women 

being prepared to take on the leadership of a larger church. 
�x�� Women providing role models and mentoring for each other, helping to boost confidence, 

encouraging each other to apply for posts – and supporting women when they are in 
them. 

 
I long for a time when churches genuinely appoint the best person, and where gender is 
irrelevant. Until that time, let’s pray and work towards it! 
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