
 
A Reflection on the 40th Anniversary 

of the Ordination of Women to the Episcopal Priesthood 
 

 
On Friday, July 25th, I traveled to Philadelphia, PA to join with others to celebrate the 40th anniversary of the 
ordination of women to the priesthood in the Episcopal Church.  I attended a reception that evening, meeting 
old friends, clergy, and some very special people who had participated in the ordination that took place at the 
Church of the Advocate on July 29th, 1974 on the Feast of St. Mary and St. Martha. 
 
There was an atmosphere of joy, of people reconnecting, of people who had reached a time when they could 
look back, and now look forward with strength, strength earned in the 40 some years that followed that 
momentous act of faith and solidarity made by 11 women seeking ordination in the Episcopal Church and three 
bishops and a priest who believed they were acting in obedience to the Lordship of Christ.  In an open letter, 
the bishops wrote; “We pray this action may be, as we intend it, a proclamation of the Gospel – that God has 
acted for us, and expects us, in obedience, to respond with appropriate action.” (from “An Open Letter,” quoted 
from the Archives of the Episcopal Church in “A Liturgy Celebrating the Ministry of Women on the Occasion 
of the 40th Anniversary of the Ordination of Women to the Priesthood in the Episcopal Church.”) 
 
On Saturday morning, July 26th, a symposium was held at Temple University.  An enormously encouraging 
keynote address was given by Dr. Fredrica Harris Thompsett (“God is plus-sized!”), who reflected on women’s 
ordination and its impact past and future for the Anglican Communion.  A professor at Episcopal Divinity 
School, she is also a member of the Executive Council of the Episcopal Church, and she is well known as an 
advocate of both lay and ordained ministries. 
 
A panel discussion followed, led by women representing lay and ordained ministries (a deacon, priest and 
bishop, and a lay woman who had been a long time member of the Church of the Advocate). Each shared her 
point of view about where women of the church have been, and where they are going, and what their personal 
experience had been, what the difficulties presented through history had been. 
 
At 3:00 pm at the Church of the Advocate, the Liturgy Celebrating the Ministry of Women took place.  The 
Church was filled to capacity with worshippers.  It was an occasion of great rejoicing, with those of the “11” 
who are still with us participating, and  Presiding Bishop, Katharine Jefferts Schori, preaching the sermon. 
 
Witnessing this event was something of an epiphany for me.  As a young graduate of seminary and a strong 
advocate of women’s ordination back in 1973, I had ultimately chosen a path of lay ministry for myself.  But it 
had been brought home to me long ago by a fellow student (one of the few women at seminary then) that our 
baptism brought all of us into sharing in Christ’s royal priesthood. Those were only words then: now they are 
my experience and my witness, never so fully understood and welcomed as now: - with our Presiding Bishop’s 
encouraging words, and our many women priests claiming their place, their anointed leadership, representing 
Christ and his Church as ministers in every sense of the definition of priesthood in the Book of Common 
Prayer. 
 
I was privileged to attend a second celebration of the 40th Anniversary in Connecticut, my home diocese, at 
Christ Church Cathedral in Hartford, on July 29th.  Its theme was “Great is the Company of Women.” The 
women leading the panel discussion bore witness to the many aspects of being in the priesthood, of being on 
this frontier, and especially their gratefulness for the ongoing support of their ministries in Connecticut by their 
mentors and colleagues. 
 
 



 
I have been a member of Christ and Holy Trinity Church in Westport since 1978, and I was ready to see an 
ordained woman be a priest here then.  And it was awhile before we began to have women priests serving in 
our parish as deacons and priests.  And in December of 2013, we welcomed our first female rector ever!  Truly, 
this has been a long awaited Epiphany.  Truly, this is an occasion to rejoice and give thanks to God, and to be 
grateful for the part that the People of God (and the Women of God) have played in bringing about this 
possibility.  It is a great comfort (Latin: cum forte means “with strength”) to know that we have arrived. And 
Great is the Company (Latin: cum pane –“with bread”) of Women! 
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