A report on the presentation given by Canon Jane Hedges at 2009 WATCH AGM –

By Revd Jean Mayland.

At the WATCH AGM on November 21 we were all encouraged to hear from a confident and successful woman priest in the Church of England, The Revd Canon Jane Hedges, Canon Steward of Westminster Abbey.  It was refreshing to listen to her journey of priesthood, the research she has recently conducted and the stimulating vision she chose to share with us.

For many supporters of the equality of women in leadership in the Church of England - (Women Bishops), the journey has been difficult and wearisome. The WATCH committee have been at the centre, campaigning tirelessly over the years and offering support to those women priests who have had their ministry challenged and denied causing much pain and frustration. One might be forgiven for thinking … is it all worth it?

The Revd Canon Jane Hedges certainly thought it was. In her address she described herself as happy and fulfilled in her priesthood and knew many other women priests who felt the same. She looked confident and striking in her red jacket on top of her black shirt, (an anathema to those of us who were ordained first!) A few days earlier I recall seeing her on TV standing alongside the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh with the Dean and other Canons at the special Remembrance Service in the Abbey. 

In her address, Jane briefly charted her career: St John’s College Durham, Cranmer Hall, serving in parishes in Portsmouth, Residentiary Canon at Portsmouth, and Team Rector of the Honiton Team Ministry, Rural Dean of Honiton and then moving to Westminster  Abbey to become Canon Steward.

 As Deaconess, Deacon, Priest and Canon she has been enabled and supported (at certain points, when her children were young), by the fact that her husband was a ‘house husband’. She has embraced  her opportunities and exercised her influence at important strategic times to advance the cause of women in leadership.

Recently Jane conducted a piece of research using a questionnaire as a tool, to test the truth of the claim often made by bishops and others, that women do not wish to take up senior posts. Her conclusion based on her research is that many women are ready and eager for important posts of responsibility and leadership in the church. For example according to the questionnaires, a high percentage of women clergy indicated that they would be ready to take up a senior post. 78% of those who replied from the Province of Canterbury said this and 77% of those who replied from the Northern Province. So far as Episcopal Ministry is concerned over half of those who responded said ‘Yes’ to the possibility of being called to be bishops (Canterbury 54% and York 52%).

Large numbers of those who replied indicated that they had training needs. The four areas which were most desired were: Strategic Planning, Management, Leadership, and Theological.  It is good to know that so many women feel ready and able to take senior posts. The questionnaire also highlighted a preference for the individual approach when considering job applications. To the question about what would encourage women to apply for senior posts, 80% indicated that they would respond to a personal approach and only 5.6% indicated that they would respond to an open advertisement.

Listening to Jane made evident the responsibility we each have to encourage and invite women with potential to consider themselves in senior positions.

 

Reflecting on the data presented by Jane, I am aware that there is much that can be off- putting. If one applies for posts in the Church the job description is invariably male, the interview panel is mainly male and the Senior Staff all have in their heads a male model for the job… however much they think they are open. I know from a friend just how bruising this can all be. It happened to her time and time again until she could stand it no more and just stopped applying.  In the end she became an Archdeacon because she was invited. She is an excellent choice but the method and process is still open to question.

 

As Rachel Moriarty of Chichester Diocese pointed out during question time, the Church of England's appointments system is appalling. Somehow we have to effect change so that people are comfortable to apply knowing they are going to be treated fairly and the best person whether female or male is appointed.  

After a wonderful presentation by Jane and a lively question time, the whole meeting having been given a tremendous boost were sent home feeling encouraged and uplifted.

Revd Jean Mayland is a  member of the WATCH Committee

