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UNIVERSITY OF CHESTER 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

When the personal Call to Ordained Ministry is not recognised  
by the Church: Implications for selection and pastoral care 

 
 

Peter Madsen Gubi 
 

Doctor of Ministry 
 

May 2019 
 
 

The effect of not being recommended for ordained ministry when a person is convinced of their 
personal Calling can be devastating, and it is a phenomenon that is under-researched. The research 
question is: ‘How does having one’s sense of vocation for ordained ministry rejected by the Church 
impact at a psychological and theological level?’ The aims of the research are: To explore how 
having one’s sense of vocation for ordained ministry rejected by the Church impacts on individuals at 
a psychological and theological level; and to better understand the implications for selection and 
pastoral care. The core purpose of this research is to enable better pastoral care during and after the 
discernment and selection processes. Structured by Swinton’s and Mowat’s (2006) Practical 
Theological Reflection model and contextualised within the Church of England, eight Diocesan 
Directors of Ordinands (DDOs) [Stage 1] and nine non-recommended applicants (NRAs) [Stage 2] 
were interviewed to determine their experience of selection and how they theologically and 
psychologically made sense of non-selection. The data were analysed using Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis. In Stage 1, four superordinate themes emerged: Vocation; Selection 
processes; Theological perspective; Pastoral care; along with thirty-seven subordinate themes. In 
Stage 2, four superordinate themes emerged: Pursuing ordination; BAP experience; Pastoral care; 
Making sense; along with twenty-three subordinate themes. The thick data reveal the lived 
experiences and ‘sense-making’ of the participants from psychological and theological perspectives. 
In reformulating revised practice, a number of recommendations are made, that: a) the way that 
vocations are ‘marketed’ and encouraged needs refocussing; b) the vulnerability surrounding the 
process of responding to Calling to ordained ministry is akin to a ‘coming out process’; c) appropriate 
training is provided for incumbents and congregations to raise their awareness of the issues 
surrounding non-recommendation; d) incumbents be in Pastoral Supervision; e) training be given to 
Vocations Advisors, DDOs and Bishops which highlights the ways that spiritual abuse and 
inappropriate behaviour can occur in the discernment process; f) dioceses work more coherently to 
establish ‘best practice’ in the discernment process; g) safeguarding systems be put in place centrally 
to which candidates can complain/appeal when perceived spiritual abuse or inappropriate behaviour 
occurs; h) there is greater transparency in the sharing of reports and references with applicants; i) 
Canon C4 be reassessed; j) counselling be offered to candidates throughout the process of 
discernment, and after, as needed; k) the value of the BAP process be re-evaluated; l) opportunity 
for debriefing immediately after the BAP be offered; m) the wording of reports consider the impact 
of the words on the recipient; n) the discernment process pays attention to other forms of vocation 
than ordained ministry; o) issues of sexual discrimination are mitigated against and prohibited. 
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Introduction 
 

 

0.1 Setting the context 

In the black comedy series, ‘Rev’ (BBC, 2014, Series Two, Episode 6), the Rev Adam 

Smallbone has to wrestle with a situation in which his verger, Nigel, applies for ordained 

ministry in the Church of England (CofE) - and so begins a process of ‘discernment’ and 

selection. Rev Adam struggles to write a truthful reference in support of Nigel. However, 

Nigel manages to get to the Bishop’s Advisory Panel (BAP) by various ‘devious’ means - but 

is turned down. This results in him sitting on the roof of the Church considering suicide, 

contemplating the purpose of his life and considering how unfair it is (in his view) that the 

BAP has the authority to determine what God wants of him. Nigel also suspects that Rev 

Adam has given him a poor reference and so challenges him, which shows something of the 

strain that the process of selection can put on relationships. Although ‘Rev’ is a parody, this 

episode of the series provides some insight into the process of selection, and how not all of 

those who feel Called to ordained ministry may be ‘suitable’ (Nigel clearly isn’t). Insight is 

also provided on the games that are sometimes played in the process, on some of the 

human factors that may influence decision-making, and on the enormous psychological and 

spiritual impact of ‘rejection’ (or ‘non-recommendation’) which can lead to thoughts of 

suicide and an existential re-evaluation of what God wants, as can happen in some cases. 

Although ‘Rev’ is a fictitious ‘comedy’, in 2017 a number of articles appeared in the 

‘Church Times’, which movingly spoke of the heartache of not being ‘recommended’ for 

ordination training:  

 

“I was heartbroken. There is no other way to put it. To deny it would diminish 

the conviction and commitment that people have when they offer themselves 

for ministry” (Nancekievill, 2017). 

 

“If you feel affirmed that God has called you, what do you do with that? I was 

told it was like a bereavement, but how do you mourn something that you don’t 

feel is dead?” (Paveley, 2017). 
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Various blog sites on the internet also give a personal view of the pain and struggle caused 

by ‘non-recommendation’ in the selection procedures of the Church of England (CofE) (e.g. 

https://thepilgrimexplorer.blog/; http://archive.bigbible.uk/2012/06/what-happens-when-you-are-

not-recommended-for-training-for-ordained-ministry-minidvr-digidisciple/; 

https://ofbloodandbones.wordpress.com/2014/04/03/experiencing-a-bishops-advisory-panel-

rejection/). Thorp (2004) writes that ‘rejection, in the context of Christian service, can be so 

powerful because, in the pattern of Christ, what is offered is the whole self’ (p.4). In 

representing the narratives of those who have not been recommended for training, Thorp 

(2004) uses powerful terms such as ‘they’ve dumped me out in the cold and left me to die’, 

of feeling ‘violated’, ‘robbed’ and of being ‘emotionally and spiritually raped’ (p.5).  Yet, 

apart from the work of Nortomaa (2016), Thorp (2004) and Hart (1992), surprisingly little 

has been researched, or written, about this phenomenon – especially as Harrison (2017) 

states that, within the CofE, about 50 per cent of people who come to discuss ordination 

don’t get through, and between 20 and 25 per cent of those who go to a Bishops Advisory 

Panel are not recommended for a variety of reasons1. 

In an attempt to address this dearth in the research and literature, this thesis uses 

Swinton and Mowat’s (2006, p. 95) model of Practical Theological Reflection to explore the 

lived experience of some of those who have felt Called to ordained ministry, but who have 

not been successful during formal selection procedures in going forward for training for 

ordained ministry (i.e. their ‘Calling’2 to ordained ministry was rejected by the Church 

community). This raises questions about: the nature of vocation; the rationale behind the 

processes that are involved; how vocation is encouraged and ‘marketed’, and the 

expectations which that may engender; and about the pastoral care that is offered during, 

and after, the process of selection. In exploring this subject, this research will seek to 

understand vocation from an individual (i.e. the people who applied for ordained ministry) 

and a corporate (i.e. the Church community and selectors) perspective. It will explore how 

non-selection (or non-recommendation) is integrated (or not) theologically and 

 
1 Although it is not clear in Harrison’s (2017) article where the evidence for these figures comes from. Harrison 

(2017) quotes Canon William Challis, the Diocesan Director of Ordinands in the Diocese of Guildford, in his 
article in the Church Times, but the reliability of the figures cannot be substantiated by any other published 
figures that I can find. However, they do highlight that a significant percentage of people who discern a Call 
to ordained ministry are not recommended. 

2 Throughout the thesis, ‘Call’, ‘Called’ or ‘Calling’ is capitalised to denote the attribution of sacredness of the 
Call as being from God. 

https://thepilgrimexplorer.blog/
http://archive.bigbible.uk/2012/06/what-happens-when-you-are-not-recommended-for-training-for-ordained-ministry-minidvr-digidisciple/
http://archive.bigbible.uk/2012/06/what-happens-when-you-are-not-recommended-for-training-for-ordained-ministry-minidvr-digidisciple/
https://ofbloodandbones.wordpress.com/2014/04/03/experiencing-a-bishops-advisory-panel-rejection/
https://ofbloodandbones.wordpress.com/2014/04/03/experiencing-a-bishops-advisory-panel-rejection/
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psychologically by those who are turned-down during the selection process. The research 

will also examine what pastoral care was offered (or not) during, and after, the process of 

selection, and how people who are not recommended for training can be helped to 

integrate the experience on a pastoral level. The insights gained about this may inform 

pastoral follow-up, and any pastoral care, counselling and spiritual direction that may be 

offered. This phenomenon lends itself to a doctoral study which will enable largely unheard 

narratives in the literature to be voiced, and any outcomes may be influential in future 

selection and pastoral procedures. 

 

0.2 Practical Theological Reflection 

Swinton and Mowat’s (2006, pp.95-97) model of Practical Theological Reflection (with some 

reservations) forms the structure of this thesis3. It encompasses a four-stage approach, 

which can be summarised as:  

Stage 1: Current Praxis: This is the stage of identifying a situation that requires 

critical reflection; 

Stage 2: Cultural/Contextual: This is the stage of discovering current theory 

(literature) and practice (research) on the situation; 

Stage 3: Theological: This is the stage where an implicit and explicit theological lens 

from established tradition and practice is brought to bear on the situation to tease 

out areas of resonance and dissonance with established ways of thinking; 

Stage 4: Reformulating Revised Practice: This is the stage where new forms of 

practice, or new ways of thinking about current practice, emerge and are promoted 

in a way that is authentic and faithful. 

Each chapter will be incorporated as a part of a stage of this model of practical theological 

reflection. However, theological reflection will be evident throughout each stage, rather 

than solely confined to Stage 3 as the model seems to suggest, as to identify a situation that 

requires critical reflection is in itself an act of theology (Ward, 2012). Likewise, theological 

reflection will be present in Stage 2, since part of becoming acquainted with current theory 

and practice involves encompassing the current theory and practice of theology. This is 

arguably a weakness of this model of theological reflection which seems to suggest that the 

 
3 See Section 3.4 for an in-depth justification of the use of Swinton and Mowat’s model. 
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theological is separate from other forms of reflection, when it is an integral part of the lens 

that is brought to bear on the process of ‘making sense’. However, for the purpose of 

structuring this research, the model of Practical Theological Reflection offers useful stages 

for focusing the content for reflection, with the above proviso. 

 

0.3 Structure of the thesis 

This chapter has briefly set the context of the research. Chapter One will position the 

researcher and make clear the research question, aims and purpose of the research. 

Chapter Two will critically evaluate vocation to ordained priesthood from a biblical and 

historical perspective, drawing on literature which also examines Calling from theological 

and psychological perspectives. Chapter Three will engage with the methods and 

methodological choices that were used in the research. Chapter Four will present an 

interpretative analysis of the findings that emerged from the Stage 1 data, and Chapter Five 

will present an interpretative analysis of the findings that emerged from the Stage 2 data. 

Chapter Six will critically integrate and critique the data and the literature in an attempt to 

answer the research question and meet the aims. Chapter Seven will conclude the thesis by 

presenting the limitations of the research and ways that the research could be furthered. It 

will also suggest some recommendations for the practice of selection and pastoral care of 

those who are not recommended by the selectors for training for ordained ministry. 
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Stage One: Experience 

Chapter 1: Current Praxis 

 

In this Chapter, the situation (or ‘current praxis’) that was the catalyst for this research will 

be elaborated on, and the research question and aims will be made explicit.  

 

1.1 My positioning in the research 

As stated in the assignment for module TH8405 of the DMin programme, reflexivity forms 

part of the ideographic knowledge that underpins the interpretative phenomenological 

analytical methodology (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009) which underpins this research (see 

Section 3.3.1). It is therefore important to gain a sense of the lens through which this 

research will be interpreted and analysed, because that lens is inevitably shaped by the 

researcher’s experience, values and beliefs (theology), as these things are always present. 

However, my intention is that my experiences, values and beliefs are sufficiently bracketed 

so as to be open and present to what is encountered in the literature and in the interviews. I 

do not approach this research with an agenda of being critical of current selection 

procedures; rather, I seek to understand vocation (or Calling) from a historical, a theological, 

and a psychological perspective, and how the mismatch between an individual’s sense of 

vocation, and a Church community’s sense of the individual’s vocation, is understood and 

integrated – and how that psychological and theological integration is helped, or hindered, 

by the pastoral support, or lack of pastoral support, offered. 

I am an ordained Moravian Minister. I was accepted for training for ordained 

ministry at my second attempt at applying. I remain somewhat perplexed about the first 

experience. While I can retrospectively see value in the sixteen years between the first 

application and the second, in terms of additional skill-set, life-experience gained and 

spiritual ‘maturing’, some of that hurt, confusion and mistrust about the process still 

remains - theologically and psychologically; and this thesis is (in part) an attempt to make 

sense of that experience. Throughout that journey, I have asked questions about what 

‘vocation’, ‘discernment’ and ‘Calling’ are. How do I know when God is speaking? I am now 

in congregational ministry as a Presbyter in the Moravian Church, and (ironically) I now 
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‘Chair’ the Church Service Committee (CSC)4 of the Moravian Church in the British Province, 

bringing my experience as an academic, Counsellor, Pastoral Supervisor, Clergyman and 

Spiritual Director to the process of selection and training of others. I have concern for those 

whom we don’t recommend for training for ordained ministry, or who drop out of training, 

and I am intrigued about what they do with their sense of vocation that led them to apply 

for ordained ministry. However, whilst being on the CSC, I am not in a position to ask, as I 

am perceived by them as one of those who rejected them. I am curious to know how people 

integrate their sense of rejection and make sense of their experience theologically – thereby 

helping me to make sense of my own experience. I am also concerned to know how the 

Church can offer them better pastoral care in their ‘dark night of the soul’ experiences, 

caused by the process of (non)selection – which I myself have been through. 

 

1.2 Research question and aims 

The research question that underpins this thesis is: ‘How does having one’s sense of 

vocation for ordained ministry rejected by the Church impact at a psychological and 

theological level?’ 

The aims of the research are: 

• To explore how having one’s sense of vocation for ordained ministry rejected by the 

Church impacts on individuals at a psychological and theological level; and 

• To better understand the implications for selection and pastoral care. 

The core purpose of this research is to examine and enable better pastoral care in the 

process of selection and for those who are not recommended for ordained priesthood. 

 

1.3  Parameters of the research 

Because of the ‘smallness’ of the Moravian Church in Britain [1500 members, with 12 

ordained clergy (Moravian Church, 2019, p.12)], I have chosen to base this research within 

the CofE. This enables the research to be grounded in a Christian denomination that has 

clear and largely transparent structures and processes for selection, and whose selectors 

 
4 The Church Service Committee promotes and encourage all areas of church service; advises on the selection 

and training of candidates for church service, at home and abroad, and keeps under review the progress of 
candidates in training until the completion of their period of supervised service; plans and organises the 
continuing training of ministers and lay workers; and oversees the initial and continuing training of lay 
preachers and lay leaders (Moravian Church, 2018, Section 5.4.b). 
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and applicants I am unlikely to know (unlike in the Moravian Church, which is small enough 

for me to know most people, and with whom I am more likely to have dual roles). Vocation, 

in the context of this thesis, will only be considered in relation to ‘Calling to the ordained 

priesthood’.  

 

1.4 Summary 

This chapter has made explicit the situation which forms the first stage of Swinton and 

Mowat’s (2006, p. 95) ‘Practical Theological Reflection Model’, ‘Current Praxis’. It has 

positioned the researcher and made clear the research question and aims. Chapter Two 

begins Stage Two (Cultural/Contextual) of the Practical Theological Reflection, by critically 

reviewing relevant literature. 
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Stage Two: Cultural/Contextual: 
 

Chapter 2: Understanding vocation, selection and its impact  
 

 

2.1  Introduction 

The focus of this thesis is the research question: ‘How does having one’s sense of vocation 

for ordained ministry rejected by the Church impact at a psychological and theological level?’ 

This chapter will explore the literature that relates to understanding the nature of personal 

vocation to ordained ministry, and the selection procedures involved in the CofE that are 

used to discern that Call. Biblical and psychological understandings of vocation for 

priesthood will be explored, and the selection process within the CofE will be examined. 

 

2.1.1 Method of search 

Various electronic academic literature databases were searched (e.g. Ebscohost, Google 

Scholar, EThOS, etc.) using keywords such as: Vocation; Calling; Church of England; 

Psychological; non-selection; non-recommendation; ordained ministry. Mostly, sources 

came from a snowballing effect which developed with my reading, from general internet 

searches, and from conversations with others as the research developed. 

 

2.1.2 Setting the context and the parameters of the chapter 

The way that vocation is understood has changed over time (see Section 2.2 below). It has 

been argued throughout much Christian literature on vocation (e.g. Rossotti, 2017; Bolin, 

2008; Haughey, 2004; Schuurman, 2004; Lespinay, 2002; Soria, 1975; Ryan, 1970) that all 

Christians are ‘Called’, through Baptism, to live the life that God has assigned, and to which 

God Called them (1 Corinthians 7: 17-24). Thus, arguably, all Christians have a vocation, 

although not necessarily to ordained priesthood (Billings, 2010; Schuurman, 2004; Dewar, 

1991). Placher (2005, p.2) states that central to the lives of many Christians is the idea that 

God has Called them to do something with their lives, and that their lives have purpose and 

meaning as a result of fulfilling that Calling. Buechner (1993) suggests that God Calls all 

Christians ‘to the kind of work that you most need to do and that the world most needs to 

have done... The place God calls you is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s 
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deep hunger meet’ (pp.118-119). Beder (2000), on the other hand, states that ‘vocation’ 

was originally a ‘Calling’ away from daily life and work, through which salvation and God’s 

grace could be attained (p.14), and Billings (2010, pp.47-48) states that there are three 

problems with the notion of an all-member ministry gained through Baptism. The first is 

that ministry becomes a ‘capacious bag’ into which everything is made to fit, making it 

difficult to formulate a coherent definition of what ministry is, and what it isn’t; the second 

is that it assumes that everyone who attends Church is baptised and, if baptised, is a fully 

committed and energised member; and the third difficulty is that not all Christians have the 

sacrament of Baptism (e.g. Quakers and the Salvation Army), but still exercise a ministry. 

This notion of Calling, as being for all Christians, was developed during the 

Reformation through the concept of ‘the priesthood of all believers’. The theology of 

‘Universal Priesthood’, or the ‘Priesthood of all Believers’, was, in part, a political challenge 

to the power of the Clergy. It means that Protestant Christians share in a common 

priesthood, in that they have direct access to God through their prayers (or through Christ) 

without requiring a human mediator, which, from the time of ancient Israel, traditionally 

was the Priest – and therefore was where the power of the Priest lay. Its scriptural basis is 1 

Peter 2:9, ‘You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a priestly kingdom’. Different emphasis 

is placed on its importance and meaning in Protestant Christian denominations. Some (e.g. 

the Quakers and some independent evangelical Churches) have taken it to mean the 

abolition of an ordained clergy (Billings, 2010, pp.47-48; Stevens, 1999, pp.3-23). However, 

the Lutheran intention in developing the ‘Priesthood of all Believers’ (although Luther never 

used the term himself) was not to abolish an ordained, or professional, ministerial 

priesthood, whose purpose - instead of mediation and performing sacrifices on behalf of 

others - was to minister and conduct certain tasks on behalf of the Church (e.g. maintain 

order, exercise authority, oversee discipline within congregations, or denominational 

organizations), and who were to be chosen from among the Christian communities to 

conduct those tasks (Acts 14:23; Romans 15:16; 1 Timothy 5:17; Titus 1:5; James 5:14–15). 

Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox and traditional Anglican Christians believe that 1 Peter 

2:9 gives responsibility to all believers for the preservation and propagation of the Gospel 

and the Church, as distinct from the liturgical and sacramental roles of the ordained 

priesthood and consecrated episcopate (Perez, 2013; Billings, 2010; Wengert, 2006; 

Muthiah, 2003). The ‘Priesthood of all Believers’ also extended the idea of vocation from 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholic_Church
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Orthodox_Church
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglican_communion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liturgical
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sacrament
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_Orders
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Priest
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consecration
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bishop
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being relevant only for religious life, to being inclusive of marriage, parenthood, and work.  

Luther believed that Calling to ordained service in the Church was not essentially different 

to that of entering another profession, which involved acquiring the qualifications necessary 

for the profession, and then being offered a post in a Church (Okrzynski, 2014; Reiss, 2013, 

p.7; Billings, 2010). 

Some modern secular texts now use the word vocation to mean: 

•  ‘The work we choose to do, as opposed to the job we have to do’ (Martin, 2001); 

• ‘A contributor to the deepest forms of satisfaction or psychological success’ (Hall & 

Chandler, 2005); 

• ‘An approach to a particular life role that is oriented toward demonstrating or 

deriving a sense of purpose or meaningfulness, and that holds other-oriented values 

and goals as primary sources of motivation’ (Dik & Duffy, 2009). 

The term ‘vocation’ is now (mis)applied in many non-religious contexts, e.g.  Science (e.g. 

Lassman, 2015), Mathematics (e.g.  Harris, 2017), Education (Dawson, 2005) and Law (e.g. 

Haywood & Von Savigny, 2011), among other professions. Within a Christian context, this 

Lutheran view of work as being ‘a Calling from God’, has its critics (e.g. Schuurman, 2004; 

Ellul, 1972; Holloway, 1972; Arendt, 1958). Arendt (1958) states that one lives closest to 

God through stillness – not work – so it is that to which Christians are Called (p.15). Ellul 

(1972) has argued that this sense of vocation may cause some people to unhealthily obsess 

about their work, because they believe it is from God, and that thinking of work as vocation 

can mean that those Christians who are without work might be deemed to be living lives to 

which God has given no meaning. Ellul (1972) also states that there is nothing in the Bible 

that would identify work with Calling. ‘Our jobs do not give our lives meaning, and the Bible 

never claims that they do’ (p.8). Holloway (1972, p.4) argues that we don’t know much 

about what the prophets or apostles did to earn a living in a profession or job, because it 

was not important to their Calling from God. Holloway thus concludes that ‘work’ is not 

‘vocation’. Schuurman (2004) suggests that ‘vocation has been blamed for encouraging 

tolerance of dehumanising work by glossing it over with a veneer of religious dignity’ (p.13), 

and that ‘the moral dimensions to vocation are challenged by the ways our work implicates 

us in unjust practices that harm others’ (p.14). Mahan (2002) asserts that the focus on self, 

which is found in some definitions of vocation, hinders our vocation. It is only by forgetting 

ourselves that we find the fulfilment that God intends (Gregg, 2005). 
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 While the ‘secular’ definitions of vocation stated above may also describe aspects of 

religious vocation, the purpose of this research will not be to examine vocation in secular, or 

other Christian, contexts – but will instead focus solely on vocation within the context of 

ordained ministry - specifically ‘professional priesthood’ (as opposed to other forms of 

religious vocation such as monasticism, life as a religious solitary, etc.). By way of 

introduction, it seems important first to chart the historical and biblical understandings of 

vocation. 

 

2.2 Historical understandings of vocation 

Placher (2005) defines four historical periods which have influenced the understanding of 

vocation: Christian life in the early church; Religious vocations in the Middle Ages; The 

reformation and seeing every job as a vocation; and Vocations in a post-Christian age. As 

society has changed over time, so has Christian thinking on vocation. A brief summary of 

Placher’s (2005, pp.5-9) historical periods is presented in this section (2.2), in order to 

contextualise how the understanding of vocation has changed. 

 

2.2.1 Christian life in the early church 

Placher (2005) claims that in the first hundred years of Christianity, it was highly risky to 

own up to being a Christian, and such claims often resulted in arrest, torture, and 

sometimes death. A Christian response to their Calling to be a Christian, meant that they 

were required to break away from their previous life and to live in a way that was counter-

cultural and dangerous. Those who felt Called to be Christian, had first to discern whether to 

become one (with all that that entailed), and then to discern how public they should be 

about their faith. By the 4th Century AD, after Emperor Constantine became emperor, it was 

more acceptable to be a Christian. This heralded a time when new converts flooded into the 

Church. The challenge then became one of how to preserve the fact that being Christian 

involved risk and sacrifice, as it was not dangerous anymore to be considered a Christian. 

This led to some Christians feeling Called to go into the desert to become nuns and monks, 

and to live a life of radical self-denial. 
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2.2.2 Religious vocations in the Middle Ages 

Placher (2005) states that many Christians continued to live in, and develop, community. In 

this period of history, having a vocation simply meant joining the priesthood or a monastic 

order. The discernment process thus focussed on whether to remain in family life or choose 

priesthood, or a religious life (e.g. convent, monastery, solitary life as a hermit, or as a 

wandering friar). 

 

2.2.3 The Reformation and seeing every job as a vocation 

Placher (2005) states that by 1500AD, possibility and choice in what to do with one’s life 

was expanding in society, and there was movement in population (and work) towards cities 

and towards developing occupations into which one wasn’t born, as people moved away 

from peasant life (when occupations were largely passed-on through generations of 

families). Others set off for the Americas to begin a new life, based on religious precepts, 

which they considered was their Calling. The discernment question concerning vocation 

thus became, ‘what does it mean to live religiously in the world?’, as opposed to joining a 

religious enclosed order, or religious life (e.g. monk or nun). With the Reformation, came 

the marriage of priests, with priests living like everyone else. The concept of the ‘Priesthood 

of all Believers’ meant that everyone, through Baptism, was considered to be ‘priest’, in that 

everyone had equal access to God and an ability to relate directly with God, through Christ, 

rather than that everyone was Called to a priestly office. One could also be ‘Called’ to other 

professions (e.g. farming, commerce, etc.). Marriage and parenthood were also considered 

‘Callings’ or ‘vocations’. The underpinning scriptural justification for this was 1 Corinthians 

7:20: ‘Let each of you remain in the occupation in which you were Called’. Christ was a 

carpenter and St Paul was a tentmaker, and they remained in those occupations throughout 

their life.  

While this reflects more of a Lutheran perspective, other reformers (e.g. John Calvin) 

held a different view. Reiss (2013, p.7) states that Calvin believed that the Call to ordained 

Ministry came ultimately from God, but that the Church needed to test and examine the Call 

to Ministry, as any such Call would give a Minister authority over a congregation. Reiss 

states that the CofE today reflects Calvin’s view, more than Luther’s, in its approach to 

ordained Ministry. 
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2.2.4 Vocations in a post-Christian age 

Finally, Placher (2005) suggests that in the last two centuries, greater emphasis has been 

placed on discerning vocation as ‘what does God want me to do with my life?’ - and the 

answer to this does not necessarily involve work. With western society now dominated by 

non-Christian values and assumptions, Placher (2005, p.9) suggests that simply living as 

Christians could be considered a Calling too. 

 

2.3 Biblical (theological) understandings of vocation for priesthood 

Badcock (1998) states that in the Bible, vocation means ‘Calling’ (the Latin ‘vocare’ means to 

Call). Babcock suggests that God’s Call can be a ‘personal’ or ‘collective’ summons, or 

election5, whereas Schuurman (2004, pp.25-26) defines these two forms of Call, a ‘specific 

Calling’ and a ‘general Calling’. Babcock states that God’s Call is restricted to those whom He 

has chosen. In the Old Testament, a Calling can take one of two contexts: there can be a Call 

to a nation (i.e. Israel) to undertake something, e.g. to repent (e.g. Jeremiah 3:12); or there 

can be an intensely personal Call to an individual, e.g. to personally serve in some capacity 

(e.g. Isaiah 42:6; Amos 7:14; Acts 9:1-18). Schuurman (2004, p.26) argues that both forms of 

Call differ significantly and qualitatively from each other, in that a specific Call is effectual 

and reshapes a life, whereas a general Call is an ongoing process of transformation.  

In the New Testament, the Gospels indicate that Jesus’ mission is to ‘Call’ people to 

discipleship or repentance (e.g. Mark 2:16). All of Jesus’ disciples respond to discipleship as 

the result of a personal and direct Call (e.g. Mark 1:19-20). Elsewhere in the New Testament, 

Paul is Called to be an apostle (1 Corinthians 1:1), but more usually the Call is to salvation 

and to living out its ethical implications (e.g. 1 Corinthians 1:2; 1:24). There is also reference 

made to being Called to ‘a holy Calling’ (e.g. 2 Timothy 1:8-9) which could refer either to 

being Called to the apostolic ministry, or to a more general Calling for Christians to live a life 

of holiness. 

 

  

 
5  Election is a deliberate act of God in choosing someone to share in His saving purposes (Babcock, 

1998, p.3). 
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2.3.1 Particular Callings in the Bible 

Biblical examples of Callings to specific responsibilities can be found in the following 

passages: the Call of Abraham (Genesis 12: 1-5); the Call of Moses (Exodus 3:1-15, 4:10-17); 

the Call of Deborah (Judges 4:4-10); the Call of Samuel (1 Samuel 3:1-10); the Call of Saul (1 

Samuel 9 & 10); the Call of David (1 Samuel 16:4-13); the Call of Isaiah (Isaiah 6:1-8); the Call 

of Jonah (Jonah 1); the Call of Jeremiah (Jeremiah 1:4-10; 20:7-9); the Call of Mary (Luke 

1:26-56); the Call of Peter, Andrew, James and John (Matthew 4:18-22); the Call of Peter 

(Luke 5:1-11); the Call of the First Disciples (John 1:35-46); the Call of Mary Magdalene (John 

20:1-18); the Call of Peter (John 21:15-19); the Call of Nicodemus (John 3: 1-16); the Call of 

Philip (Acts 8:26-38); the Call of Paul (Acts 9:1-22); and the Call of Lydia (Acts 16:14-15) – to 

list but a few.  

Each of these Callings is to a sacred role, but none is to ordained priesthood - although 

they are arguably Callings to forms of ‘lay ministry’ and holy leadership, rather than to 

secular work. Anders-Richards (1968, pp.34-36) suggests that there were differing strands of 

tradition in the Old Testament concerning Yahweh’s priests. There was a strand that 

originated from Aaron (see Numbers 3:2-3) and a strand that originated from Melchizedek 

(see Genesis 14: 17-20 and Psalm 110: 4). The only reference to someone being ordained to 

priesthood in the Old Testament, is the ordination of Aaron, the Levite, and his sons, Nadab, 

Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar (Numbers 3:2-3), by Moses (Exodus 30:30; Leviticus 8: 1-36; 

Numbers 3:3). However, there is no evidence of Aaron and his sons discerning personal 

Callings to the priestly role; and once Aaron and his sons are ordained, priesthood, among 

the early Israelites, is then limited by God to the tribe of Levi (Numbers 3:5-13; Numbers 

18:7) until (possibly6) King David amalgamated the Levites and the priests that originated 

from Melchizedek after his capture of Jebus [or Jerusalem] (2 Samuel 5: 7-9) (Anders-

Richards, 1968, pp.34-36). Importantly, in relation to the focus of this thesis, priesthood, in 

each of these strands of priestly tradition, was a birthright rather than a personal Calling by 

God to individuals, where the discernment and testing of vocation are needed.  

In the New Testament, there are general Callings for Christians to live a life of humility, 

gentleness, patience, love, unity, peace and truthfulness (Ephesians 4:2-6, 25), and to 

children (Ephesians 6:1), wives (Ephesians 5:22), husbands (Ephesians 6:4) and slaves 

 
6 Routledge (2009, pp.1-16; 2008, pp.180-185) casts doubt on whether it was an amalgamation. 
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(Ephesians 6:5-7; 1 Peter 2:21). There are also specific Callings to roles in the Church, e.g. 

Matthias is chosen to replace Judas as an apostle by the casting of ‘a Lot’ (Acts 1: 12-26). It is 

notable, here, that Matthias was not responding to a personal inner Call from God, but 

rather he was responding to a Call from the community which was arguably influenced by 

the Holy Spirit through the casting of the Lot. In Acts 15: 22-35, men were chosen from 

among their number to be representatives; and in Acts 6:2-6, men are appointed for certain 

tasks: 

2 And the twelve called together the whole community of the disciples and said, 

“It is not right that we should neglect the word of God in order to wait on 

tables. 3 Therefore, friends, select from among yourselves seven men of good 

standing, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may appoint to this task, 

4 while we, for our part, will devote ourselves to prayer and to serving the 

word.” 5 What they said pleased the whole community, and they chose 

Stephen, a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit, together with Philip, Prochorus, 

Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. 6 They had 

these men stand before the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them 

(Acts 6:2-6). 

 

Another example of discernment by ‘the community’ is arguably the Call of David (1 Samuel 

16:6-13), in which Samuel, the High Priest who is representing the community, rejects all of 

Jesse’s sons in favour of the least likely son. In none of these cases (i.e. David, Matthias, 

Stephen, Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas or Nicolaus) is it evident that they 

explicitly had a personal sense of vocation to the ministry, or to the role to which they were 

being Called. Instead, it was those who were conducting the discernment process that felt 

that God was choosing the person through them. 

From this brief exploration of vocation in the Bible, it is notable that the Bible does not 

have examples (or models) of Calling to Ordained Ministry (Reiss, 2013, p.9; Stevens, 1999, 

p.4). Rather, in relation to ordained priesthood, it initially places greater emphasis on an 

individual’s (i.e. Moses) discernment of God’s instruction to ordain Aaron and his sons, thus 

creating a birthright to priesthood among the tribe of Levi; and on the Early Church’s role, as 

a community, in discerning the ‘right’ people to fulfil leadership functions, whom they then 

appoint. There are no biblical examples of God requiring a person to discern their Calling, 
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before being tested by the Church community. Rather, there are biblical examples of God 

Calling individuals who the community reject, e.g. Amos (Amos 7:12) and Levi (Mark 2: 13-

17), which arguably challenges the notion of ‘selection’. Lawson and Mursell (2014) state 

that, from a Biblical perspective, God’s Call is often to the least likely person (e.g. the Call of 

Levi [Mark 2: 13-17] and the Call of Peter [Luke 5:1-11]). It is often counter-cultural (e.g. the 

Call of Ruth [Ruth 1:16-18]) and can be subversive (e.g. the Call of Mary [Luke 1:26-38]). 

Even of Jesus himself, the writer of John’s gospel says, “He came to what was his own, and 

his people did not accept him” (John 1:11). To be despised, rejected, and not held in esteem 

is the nature of Jesus’ Call – and arguably that of those who serve Him as His Priests.  

An additional complexity to the notion of selection (or ‘testing’ of vocation) is the 

Biblical imperative of not putting God to the test7 (Exodus 17:1-7; Deuteronomy 6:16; Psalm 

95:8-11; Matthew 4: 7; Luke 4:12). It is not clear if the testing of those whom God has called, 

is putting God to the test - or if the testing of vocation is akin to merely seeking God’s will for 

those whom He has called to some kind of vocation – something that was done in the early 

Christian Church through the casting of the Lot (Acts 1:12-26), in which case the selection 

procedure is arguably a modern way of ‘casting the Lot’.  Indeed, this notion of ‘proving’ (or 

‘testing’, in the sense of heat being used to improve Gold) can be found in Malachi 3:10, 

where God states ‘put me to the test8’.  

These many complexities challenge how biblically authentic organisational 

discernment and selection is. Billings (2010), however, argues that all groups need 

leadership - ‘…those who are selected, trained and set apart or commissioned for this task 

by the Church. The Church has commissioned people for various tasks and in various ways 

throughout history. Ordained ministry has been one of those commissioned ministries 

(p.49). However, Nortomaa’s (2016) research on ‘dropped ordination’ indicates that 

personal Calling is not something that is explicitly required in the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church of Finland (ELCF) - although it may be implicit in the criteria of ‘otherwise suitable’; 

and Stevens (1999) argues for the abolition of the distinction between ‘Lay’ and ‘Ordained’, 

arguing instead for everyone’s ministry of ‘laos’ – the people of God – to be recognised and 

encouraged. 

 
7 ‘Test’ in these contexts is ‘nasah’ (ָנָסה) in Hebrew, meaning in some way to force God into action to prove 

Himself. 
8 ‘Test’ in this context is ‘bachan’ ( ַחןָּב) in Hebrew, meaning that just as gold is tested by fire to prove its quality, 

God invites Israel to test Him in tithes and offerings and see that He proves His faithfulness in response. 
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2.4 Selection process in the Church of England 

Earlier, in Section 2.2.3, mention was made of the CofE’s tendency towards a Calvinist view 

of the need for selection for ordained Ministry, in which personal (particular or specific) 

Calling is required of the applicant, followed by a testing of that vocation by the Church. So, 

how is Ordained Ministry in the CofE understood? Is it more a personal discernment or a 

corporate discernment; and what are the selection processes involved which can be found in 

the published literature? 

 

2.4.1 The Church of England’s perspectives on ordained Ministry 

Groom (2016) states that to understand the CofE’s view of ordained ministry, it is important 

to look at the ‘Ordinal’ (i.e. the CofE’s ‘Liturgy of Ordination’ - a contemporary version of the 

Ordinal can be found here). This liturgy (and therefore where the emphasis has been placed 

on the understanding of ordained ministry) has been shaped throughout history by 

contemporary experience, changes in, and varying emphasis on, biblical understanding, 

theological hermeneutics and interpretation of scripture (Keith, 2017; Smith, 2014; 

Buchanan, 2006; Webster, 1998). The choice of scriptural readings that are specified in the 

notes that accompany the Common Worship Ordinal, also place different emphasis on 

ministry. Groom (2016) states that: 

“The Common Worship Ordinal suggests readings from the Old Testament 

prophets, Psalms, New Testament epistles, and the Gospels…. All three of the 

readings from The Book of Common Prayer are included as options but the 

passages both from Ephesians and Matthew are extended. In the case of 

Matthew 9:35-10:16, this includes further information about Jesus’ own 

ministry of teaching and healing, and his Calling of the twelve disciples 

sending them out to the lost sheep of Israel with the advice to be ‘wise as 

serpents and innocent as doves.’ The passages from the prophets welcome 

the messenger who brings good news (Isaiah 52:7-10), declare one is 

anointed to care for the suffering and those who mourn (Isaiah 61:1-3), and 

announce a new covenant written on the hearts of the people (Jeremiah 

31:31-34). The Psalms proclaim that the LORD is king and mention that 

Moses and Aaron were among his priests (Psalm 99), urge ‘his ministers that 

do his will’ to bless the LORD (Psalms 103:17-end; 118:19-26), ask for help in 

https://www.churchofengland.org/prayer-and-worship/worship-texts-and-resources/common-worship/ministry/common-worship-ordination-services
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order to live in accordance with the law of the LORD (Psalm 119:33-40), and 

declare the intention to praise and proclaim the attributes and activities of 

the LORD (Psalm 145:1-7, 22). The passages from the epistles speak about a 

ministry of reconciliation and being ambassadors for Christ (2 Corinthians 

5:17-6:2); guidance to a young church leader on teaching, training himself in 

godliness, and setting an example to the believers (1 Timothy 4:6-16); and 

the blameless character expected of Elders and Bishops (Titus 1:5-9). The 

gospel passages comprise the Great Commission to make disciples, baptizing 

and teaching them (Matthew 28:16-20), and Jesus’ post-resurrection gift of 

the Holy Spirit to the disciples with the promise, ‘If you forgive the sins of 

any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained’ 

(John 20:19-23).  The wider range of readings from scripture allowed in the 

Common Worship Ordinal reintroduces some of the interpretations of 

ordained ministry that Cranmer deliberately avoided, such as the reference 

to Old Testament priests in Psalm 99:6. The other emphases are proclaiming 

the gospel, teaching, pastoral care, personal holiness, worship, reconciliation, 

being an ambassador and a role model, making disciples and baptizing them, 

and forgiving and retaining sins” (Groom, 2016, pp.11-12). 

 

This long quotation from Groom (2016) gives some indication as to the function and 

practicalities of priesthood in the CofE. Indeed, Webster (1998) argues that ordained 

ministry in the CofE is defined by particular functions. Canon Law (C24) provides a list of 

those functions, or duties, for priests who have ‘cure of souls’. Billings (2010) states that the 

function of ministry is ‘to help make God possible’ (p.8), which encompasses a teaching 

ministry and a pastoral ministry (pp.156-160). Reiss (2013) builds on that notion of practical 

function and charts the changes in the selection and training processes of candidates for 

ordained ministry in the CofE over the last hundred years as a reflection of this. He suggests 

that, for pragmatic reasons, vocation to ordained ministry in the CofE has become more of ‘a 

corporate vocation’ (p.3) than it is an ‘individual Call’ – a view that Dewar (1991, pp.8-14) 

also holds. However, Anglo-Catholics would argue that priesthood is ontological rather than 

functional, in that ‘God did not Call people who had certain aptitudes to undertake a range 
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of tasks in His Church; He Called people to be transformed into priests, to undergo a 

profound change by acquiring the priestly character’ (Billings, 2010, p.107). 

Reiss (2013) states that at the beginning of the twentieth Century, there was a 

spectrum of thought on where the emphasis (authority) of Calling should be placed – i.e. on 

individual Calling or on corporate Calling? Thomas (1911) believed that the inward Call 

should be the critical starting point of a true vocation to priesthood (p.26), whereas Moberly 

(1897/1969) rejected a ‘purely divine Calling manifesting in the conscience of the individual. 

As Christ acts through the body of the Church, so the Church must be involved in the process 

of appointing its clergy’ (p.106).  

Nortomaa (2016) indicates that corporate calling defines the criteria for ordination in 

the ELCF – ‘The person must 1) be a confirmed member of the Church, God-fearing and 

known for living a Christian life, 2) have a degree in theology that fulfils the requirements for 

pastorship, and 3) be otherwise suitable for pastorship’ (pp.55-56) – after which a person 

may apply for ordination in a Church that is prepared to employ them as Pastor. 

 

2.4.2 Selection for a Practical Ministry 

It is unclear how many people each year are not recommended for training for ordained 

ministry. However, there are figures which show how many ordinands were accepted and 

are currently in training (Ministry Division, 2017/18). What is evident from the CofE’s 

(2014a)9 ‘Criteria for Selection for the Ordained Ministry in the Church of England’, and 

Ministry Division (2017), is that the primary (i.e. first) criterion is that the individual has 

discerned an inner sense of God Calling him/her (see Section 2.5), evidenced through a 

display of ‘conviction, commitment and tenacity in his/her vocational journey’ (p.1). The 

criteria then broadens the Calling away from being solely the individual’s Calling, to include a 

more corporate or functional level, in that the criteria for discernment of vocation requires 

that Calling to be ‘confirmed by others’, has ‘changed’ the candidate (which others can 

‘see’), that it has distilled a sense of ‘obedience to the needs of the Church’ in them, that it is 

‘informed’ (i.e. that the candidate has talked with others about their vocation and read 

about it as part of their personal discernment), and that it is ‘realistic’ (i.e. that they have the 

 
9  These criteria for selection (CofE, 2014b) were in use at the time that this research was conducted. This may 

be about to change in 2019 (Ministry Division, 2017/18, p.7) to a new criterion. 
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potential to exercise the ministry for which they are being sponsored) (pp.1-2). Alongside, 

Criterion A: Vocation, are eight other criteria which include demonstrating:  

• Criterion B: an understanding of Ministry within the CofE (i.e. management 

structures, role in contemporary society, diversity, etc.) (pp.3-4);  

• Criterion C: Spirituality (i.e. detailing the candidate’s prayer life, participation in 

worship, deepening relationship with God and with others) (p.5);  

• Criterion D: Personality and Character (i.e. the ability to display reflexivity and self-

awareness, emotional stability, integrity, self-confidence, resilience, and 

demonstrate areas for self-development and growth) (pp.6-7);  

• Criterion E: Relationships (i.e. the ability to develop healthy personal, professional 

and pastoral relationships with people who are different from themselves, and the 

ability to accept the standards of sexual morality expected of ordained ministers) 

(pp.8-9);  

• Criterion F: Leadership and Collaboration (i.e. demonstrate effective leadership, 

collaborative and communication skills) (pp.10-11);  

• Criterion G: Faith (i.e. the ability to know about and communicate the Christian faith, 

and respect differing perspectives on faith) (p.12);  

• Criterion H: Mission and Evangelism (i.e. to demonstrate knowledge of, and a 

commitment to, mission and evangelism of the Christian faith) (pp.13-14): and  

• Criterion I: Quality of Mind (i.e. demonstrate the ability to learn and reflect, and to 

have the potential to be a theological leader in mission) (pp.15-16). 

These criteria are tested throughout a rigorous and robust process which usually lasts for 

over a year or more. Ministry Division (2017) states that the process of discernment (or 

‘testing’) begins initially in discussion with the applicant’s Parish Priest. The potential 

applicant is then referred to a Vocations Advisor (VA) and the Diocesan Director of 

Ordinands (DDO), who set the potential candidate various activities (e.g. reading, writing, 

placement involvement) and involve the potential candidate in various discussions and 

group meetings. If ‘successful’ throughout that process, the person is then referred by the 

DDO and the Bishop to the Bishops’ Advisory Panel (BAP) which advises the Bishop of a 

candidate’s suitability for ordination training (Church of England, 2014b). The final decision 

rests with the Diocesan Bishop, but s/he is unlikely to overturn the decision of the BAP – 
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although it is possible in practice and has been known. Harrison (2017) suggests that 

between 20 and 25 per cent of those who go to a BAP are not recommended for a variety of 

reasons, although it is not evident how reliable those figures are; and Paveley (2017) states 

that 3% of the BAP recommendations were overturned by Bishops in 2017. 

Billings (2010, pp.55-135) highlights four different models of ministry that are 

practiced within the CofE – Classical (which emphasises the role of the ordained person as 

Parson); Evangelical (which emphasises the role of the ordained person as Minister); Catholic 

(which emphasises the role of the ordained person as Priest); and Utility (which emphasises 

the role of the ordained person as Social Activist and Personal Therapist). Selectors will have 

their favoured model of ordained ministry, so that ministry doesn’t become one of ‘ad 

hocrecy’ (Billings, 2010, p.5). Billings (2010) also argues that the CofE is a broad umbrella 

organisation which encompasses differing ‘shades’ of theological positioning, e.g. Anglo-

Catholic and Evangelical, conservative and liberal – and everything in between.  The danger, 

then, is that selection can be biased by the selectors’ own favoured theological position and 

model of ministry – from Parish Priest to BAP Advisor. It is also questionable whether any 

selection process can encompass those whom the world rejects, as arguably these are the 

people whom the Bible indicates that God Calls (see Section 2.3.1).  

 

2.5 Psychological understandings of vocation for priesthood and pastoral awareness 

Ogden (1990, p.209) states that there are three dimensions to personal Callings: 1) there is 

an inner ‘oughtness’ experienced; 2) that it is bigger than ourselves; and 3) that it brings 

great satisfaction and joy. The ‘inner oughtness’, stated by Ogden, suggests an existential 

yearning or a key attribute to personhood that needs to be fulfilled. However, Stevens 

(1999, p.82) states that ‘there is no need to be Called through an existential compelling 

experience… God gives motivation and gifts. God guides…’ Yet, Nancekievill (2017) and 

Paveley (2017) provide anecdotal evidence of the heartbreak that can be caused by non-

recommendation for ordination training. The depth of this pain is further evidenced by 

website blogs (see Section 0.1 and Section 1.4). Lawson and Mursell (2014) also provide 

moving examples of biblical and personal examples of wrestling with Calling. All of these 

sources, among others, indicate that vocation is a deeply psychological and spiritual issue. 

So, it seems important in this section to try and understand the discernment of vocation in 
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psychological terms, as well as in theological terms (see Section 2.3.1), if appropriate 

pastoral care for those who are not recommended, is to be developed.   

Whilst there is much written about the process of discernment (e.g. Harborne, 2017; 

Lawson and Mursell, 2014), there is very little written on this subject in the psychological 

literature; and if it is, then it is not referred to as ‘discernment’ and is certainly not written 

about in the context of discerning vocation to ordained Ministry. However, some literature 

and research are available (e.g. Neafsey, 2004; Hankle, 2010), although from a Catholic 

perspective.  

Neafsey (2004) provides a useful chapter from an Ignatian and a Jungian perspective. 

Neafsey states that the key to discerning one’s vocation is in listening to that source (or 

voice) of ‘inner wisdom and guidance that can be consulted and relied upon in discerning 

important matters of the heart and finding our way in life’ (p.165). This source of inner 

wisdom is known psychologically as the ‘true self’ (Winnicott, 1965) or as the ‘Self’ (Jung, 

1965). Silf (1999) refers to it as the ‘inner compass’, and Ravetz (2014) as ‘Logosology’. 

Neafsey (2004) states that the voice of God can be heard through any experience or 

life event, and is an affective dimension of experience, operating within the deeper 

dimensions of feelings. Jung (1965) saw this deep centre of authenticity as reflecting the 

image of God within the human person and termed the process ‘individuation’. James 

(1902/1997) defines the psychological place in which God can be experienced (or heard) as 

the ‘wider self’, and states that the effects of this (i.e. encounter with the sacred) are a ‘zest 

which is life-enhancing’, a sense of ‘lyrical enchantment’ or ‘earnestness’, or ‘an assurance of 

safety and a temper of peace’ (p.377). Neafsey (2004) suggests that these feelings are akin 

to the fruits of the spirit (Galatians 2:20) as a person is in touch with the transformative 

power of the Spirit and are indicative of a person hearing and living in accord with their inner 

voice (p.174).  

Palmer (2000), however, warns of the necessity of a tentative listening. Discernment is 

a process – and not an end in itself. It involves recognising the difference between the true 

self and the voice of the ego (which Winnicott (1965) defines as the ‘false self’).  

‘I must listen to my life and try to understand what it is truly about – quite apart 

from what I would like it to be about… Behind this understanding of vocation is a 

truth that the ego does not want to hear because it threatens the ego’s turf’ 

(Palmer, 2000, pp.4-5). 
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Hankle (2010) conducted research into the psychological processes involved in 

discerning vocation to the Catholic priesthood, using a Grounded Theory approach. Although 

the context is different from this research, which is based in the CofE, Hankle’s research is 

nevertheless relevant. Hankle acknowledges the importance of self in the decision-making 

processes that are involved in the discernment process (p.203). Discernment is both complex 

and multi-faceted but is about being an extension of who a person is. However, Hankle 

acknowledges that discernment in priesthood is a response, not just ‘to internal promptings, 

but rather to divine promptings’ (p.205), which is then mediated through the faith 

community. “The vocation to be a priest is about what the individual believes God is Calling 

them to become, based on the personal Call of God manifesting itself in what they do” 

(p.206).  

Hankle interviewed nine participants who were all preparing for Catholic priesthood. 

The oldest was aged 58 years, and the youngest was aged 25 years. The results indicated 

that participants generally had an early identification with becoming a priest – a sense of self 

as priest, with a desire to help others (physically, spiritually and educationally). All had 

shared positive experiences with Catholic priests. ‘This sense of self as priest continued to be 

a persistent psychological phenomenon as they discerned their vocation’ (p.209). Most of 

the participants had attempted to live a life as something other than a Catholic priest – i.e. 

they tested their own sense of vocation before submitting themselves to discernment by the 

faith community. ‘For all of the participants, a persistent identification of self with the 

priesthood continued to penetrate their mind, which they believed needed a response’ 

(p.210). Next followed an intellectual consent to the idea – a ‘transitioning’ phase – towards 

a closer identification with priesthood. In the Catholic context, this was largely around issues 

concerning celibacy. Support from others (e.g. family, mentor, Spiritual Director) was 

thought crucial by the participants (p.211). Then followed an affirmation of sense of self as 

priest. This was experienced as a stronger sense of direction from the divine, and greater 

peace in the sense of role as priest (p.212). However, this affirmation was held with 

‘persistent dispositions of discernment’ – that sense of believing themselves lacking the 

abilities to fulfil the role of priest, except with the help of God (p.213). Although, the number 

of participants was small and from one Catholic seminary, and thus the generalisability of 

the findings is limited – especially within its ability to translate into a different 
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denominational context - Hankle’s research demonstrates the stages of ‘meshing’ of self 

with God, so that one’s identity becomes at one with that to which they feel God is Calling 

them. Hankle likens it to a ‘coming-out’ process which is akin to the integration of a 

homosexual sexuality to one’s sense of self. 

At the other end of the continuum, some (e.g. Bracke, 2014) feel that vocation is not 

about self-realisation, but belongs to a different realm of choice. ‘One does not simply 

choose vocations. One might receive a vocation or discover it; be able to hear it Calling or 

understand it, either slowly or in a split-second, willingly or unwillingly. One might accept it 

or fight it, but one does not choose it’ (Bracke, 2014, p.33). This is not about relinquishing a 

sense of agency (or choice), but about narrating agency through God, to live a life that 

pleases God, by discerning His will through struggle, prayer and scripture.  

Egenolf (2003), writing on the work of Rulla (1989; 1986; 1971) and also in a Catholic 

context, states that vocation is not about the self, but about the transcendence of the self 

through Christ, i.e. ‘It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me’ (Galatians 2: 20). 

Rulla (1971) states that the basis of the divine Call is the human capacity for God-

centredness and self-transcendence, which results in a quality of freedom to internalise 

faith-values. Rulla (1989; 1986; 1971) is therefore critical of psychological understandings of 

vocation and formation, as they are often about orientating people towards individualistic 

self-fulfilment (cited in Egenolf, 2003, p.85). Egenolf (2003) is both admiring and critical of 

Rulla’s emphasis on theocentric self-transcendence. Egenolf states that a healthy self-love is 

in harmony with a love of God and a love of neighbour, which can only flourish if self-love is 

present (p.92). 

So, if discernment and vocation are about human and spiritual authenticity, or about 

self-denial, then the notion of ‘testing’ by an external organisation seems an anathema. Only 

the person who is wrestling with the vocation will know the truth of their vocation, as 

‘humanity is vulnerable in its searching out and understanding of God’s choice’ (Thorp, 2004, 

p.14). As vocation comes from within the deepest part of ‘self’, it is this part of any human 

that is being rejected, or accepted (affirmed), through any process of external testing, and 

needs particularly sensitive care. ‘Precisely because spirituality is at the heart of how people 

understand themselves in the world, an attack on someone’s spirituality, or its denial, is an 

attack on the heart of the person, on their integrity, their wholeness…’ (Jenkins, 2011, p.29). 
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Both Hart (1992) and Thorp (2004) recognise this. Hart refers to the rejection as a ‘kind 

of bereavement’ (p.1) – something refuted by Paveley (2017) – ‘I was told it was like a 

bereavement, but how do you mourn something that you don’t feel is dead?’. Thorp (2004) 

describes the experience for some, using powerful terms such as ‘they’ve dumped me out in 

the cold and left me to die’, of feeling ‘violated’, ‘robbed’ and of being ‘emotionally and 

spiritually raped’ (p.5).  Based on her experience as a Vocations Advisor, Thorp (2004, pp.20-

21) suggests seven areas to be mindful of which may indicate a possibly stronger reaction to 

the rejection. These are: pre-existing low self-esteem; a history of loss or disappointed 

expectation; an image of God and a theology that cannot accommodate the challenge of the 

experience; definite and high expectations of the Christian life and the ordering of the 

Church’s ministry; heavy investment in the ministry role for which the person has offered; 

poor support systems; and experience of abuse (sexual, physical, emotional). Thorp (pp.21-

22) also offers nine areas that can pastorally enhance the selection process:  

• Be courageously clear about the nature and duration of the office, the process 

of selection and the potential cost of outcomes; 

• Think about the use of language; 

• Encourage an engagement with relevant biblical material; 

• Never make assumptions about the outcome; 

• ‘Speak the truth’ in love to discourage the investment of energy in pursuing a 

Church office for which the necessary gifts or personal and spiritual maturity is 

lacking; 

• Take responsibility for your role in the discernment process; 

• Explore the possibility of rejection at an early stage; 

• Discuss how outcomes will be communicated; 

• Encourage conversation exploring what might be appropriate pastoral support. 

However, Thorp’s suggestions, although seemingly wise, are not based on any research 

evidence other than her own experience as a Vocations’ Advisor in the Diocese of Durham.  

Most recently, Nortomaa’s (2016) research, using a mixed methods approach, sought 

to gain quantitative and qualitative data from the 13 research participants. Six themes 

emerged as to why people didn’t progress towards ordination in the ELCF, having studied a 

theology degree: 
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• Perceived injustice – where the person felt that they had been treated unfairly 

in the ordination process; 

• Objection – where some faced objection to their ordination because they were 

women; 

• Job situation – where there was a lack of jobs in the candidates’ geographical 

area of preference; 

• Insufficiency – where their degree did not fulfil the formal requirements for 

ordination; 

• Family – where there was uncertainty over whether the needs of family and 

work could be integrated; 

• Lack of motivation – where a person had doubts about becoming a pastor. 

Nortomaa’s (2016) research, however, is limited by the small sample size that was 

coincidental rather than representational of ‘dropped’ ordinands. The lack of interviewing of 

the participants to mine for data does not address the reasons behind the ‘dropped’ 

ordinations and does not reveal how they integrated their sense of vocation psychologically 

or theologically; nor does Nortomaa’s research suggest how pastoral awareness might be 

enhanced - which is what this thesis seeks to examine.  

 

2.6 Summary 

In this chapter, the literature that relates to understanding the nature of personal vocation 

to ordained ministry, the Biblical imperatives that underlie Calling, and the selection 

procedures involved in the CofE that are used to discern that Call, have been explored. In 

Chapter 3, the methodological choices and research methods that take this research further 

will be explained. 
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Stage Two: Cultural/Contextual: 

Chapter 3:  Methods and methodological choices 

In this Chapter, the research methods and methodological choices used in the two phases of 

the research will be explained. The research question that underpins this thesis is: ‘How 

does having one’s sense of vocation for ordained ministry rejected by the Church impact at a 

psychological and theological level?’ 

 

3.1 Ethical practice 

As stated in the assignment for module TH8405 of the DMin programme, throughout the 

research I adhered to the University of Chester’s Research Governance Handbook (2015) and 

to the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy’s (BACP) Ethical Guidelines for 

Research in the Counselling professions (Mitchels, 2018). Both of these documents lay down 

principles for ethical good practice. I am a member of the BACP, so I am required to abide by 

these principles. Ethical approval was sought and gained through the University of Chester’s 

ethical approval process (see Appendix 1, 2 & 3). Lone working procedures were followed in 

respect of conducting interviews. All data were anonymised to protect the identity of the 

contributors and were coded. Participants from Phase 1 were coded with the letters DDO 

(Diocesan Director of Ordinands) and a number (e.g. DDO2); participants from Phase 2 were 

coded with the letters NRA (Non-Recommended Applicant) and a number (e.g. NRA3). 

All data were stored in accordance with university regulations and the Data 

Protection Act (2018) and were kept securely in locked premises or on encrypted computers 

and/or pen drives. Every effort was taken to avoid harm to participants, to seek their 

informed consent through the various phases of the research and to protect their right to 

withdraw without prejudice.  

It was envisaged that Phase 2 would probably be the most difficult part of the 

process from an ethical perspective. It was possible that some discomfort would be 

experienced as participants talked about, and made sense of, their experiences around non-

selection. The inclusion criteria were developed in anticipation of this, and included each 

participant self-defining as being grounded in their experience (resilient), being sufficiently 

reflexive of their experiences, and being able to give voice to their story and reflection. The 

requirement for them to be a trained Counsellor, Pastoral Carer, Spiritual Director or Lay-
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Chaplain (i.e. a person with an assumed depth of self-awareness of psychological process, 

and with an assumed groundedness and resilience in their experience, who is able to access 

personal therapy, if needed, and who is able to access [pastoral] supervision for support) 

was added to help in making the process of research less ‘harmful’. The following words 

were also added to the Participant Information Sheet (see Appendix 2): 

“If you decide to take part in this research, you are an autonomous adult 

who has consciously chosen to take part in the research, knowing that this 

may be a senstive area for you to express, and are willing to work with the 

potential emotional consequences of that. Therefore, there is a shared 

responsibility for your welfare in this research. There is also the cost of your 

time which may be seen as a disadvantage, but I hope you will find the 

experience cathartic and worthwhile, nonetheless.”  

 

This was a recognition of the shared responsibiliity to avoid harm, and act in the best 

interest of the participants. Because of the inclusion criteria, participants would hopefully 

be used to accessing personal therapy, and would be in [pastoral] supervision or an 

equivilent supportive relationship. As an experienced researcher and psychotherapist, I did 

my best to skillfully facilitate and ‘hold’ any discomfort sensitively during the interviews. I 

also supplied a list of therapists, counselling agencies and spiritual directors in the 

participant’s locality, whom they could access for support if needed. I was prepared to stop 

the interview if they deemed that the distress was too great for them – but this was not 

necessary.  

There is a recognition that in attempting to minimise ‘harm’, the data will have been 

skewed, and some voices may have been excluded (e.g. those potential participants who 

have been unable to ground their experience of non-recommendation; those who may not 

have wanted to be involved in this research because of the researcher’s ecclesial 

connections; those who may have wanted nothing more to do with the Church after their 

experience of rejection). 
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3.2  Purposive sampling 

For this research, the data were gathered in two phases. Semi-structured interviews were 

used in both phases. 

 

3.2.1 Phase 1: Diocesan Directors of Ordinands 

In Phase 1, eight people who are associated with the selection of persons for training for 

ordained ministry in various CofE dioceses (i.e. Diocesan Director of Ordinands) were 

interviewed in order to understand how they theologically perceive vocation to ordained 

ministry, and to explore their personal experiences around the rejection of candidates for 

ordained ministry. I also wanted to understand how they make sense of non-

recommendation of candidates from a theological perspective, and to explore what pastoral 

care is offered to unsuccessful applicants. Potential participants (n=42) were recruited by 

email from contact information shared on Diocesan websites which are in the public 

domain. 

Of the potential participants, twelve expressed an interest in being interviewed 

(response rate of 29%). Of these twelve, two responded too late in the process to be 

interviewed; and another two were geographically a long distance away, so it was difficult 

and expensive to arrange an opportunity to interview them face-to-face (Skype and 

FaceTime were offered but were rejected). However, the DDOs that were interviewed were 

geographically widespread throughout England and represented a mixture of gender (four 

male and four female) and years of experience as a DDO (from 18 months to 16 years in 

post). Specific information relating to DDOs is withheld to protect anonymity. 

The inclusion criterion for Phase 1 participants was that they are currently serving as a 

Diocesan Director of Ordinands in a CofE diocese. The semi-structured interviews were 

based around the following questions: 

• How long have you served as a Diocesan Director of Ordinands? 

• Can you tell me something about your understanding of a person’s Calling to 

Ordained Ministry (i.e. how do you understand vocation to Ordained Ministry)?  

• How do you know (discern) that a person’s Calling is from God? 
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• Can you tell me something about your experience of the selection process (i.e. What 

is involved? How are decisions about candidates’ suitability for training for Ordained 

Ministry made?)? 

• How is a non-selected candidate notified that they have not been successful in their 

application? 

• How do you make sense of non-selection from a theological perspective? 

• What pastoral care is offered to someone after notification about the decision of 

non-selection? 

• Is there anything else you may want to add? 

 

3.2.2 Phase 2: Non-Selected for ordination training participants 

In Phase 2, nine people (eight female and one male) were interviewed who have been 

certain of their Calling to ordained ministry, but who, at selection in various CofE dioceses, 

have not been recommended for ordination training. The purpose of the interviews was to 

hear their experiences around selection and non-recommendation, how they understand 

their non-selection theologically, and to explore what pastoral care has been helpful and 

unhelpful. The inclusion criteria for these persons were: 

• that they are trained Counsellors, Pastoral Carers, Spiritual Directors or Lay-

Chaplains (i.e. people with an assumed depth of self-awareness of psychological 

process, and with an assumed groundedness of their experience, who are able to 

access personal support and who have access to [pastoral] supervision); 

• that they have had a convinced sense of Calling to ordained ministry in the Church 

of England at some time in their life; 

• that they were not recommended in the selection process; 

• that they self-define themselves as being in a state of being sufficiently grounded in 

their experiences, so as not to cause them too much distess; 

• that they are aged 18 years or over; 

• that they are fluent in written and spoken English. 

I was conscious that, in an attempt to avoid harm to potential participants (non-

maleficence), the inclusion criteria might favour those who have found meaning in their 

‘non-selection’, by embracing other helping professions, and that those who have not found 



41 
 

such a purpose may have been unintentionally excluded from the data (e.g. someone who 

has not been selected and has ended up stacking shelves at a supermarket, or who has 

moved away from Christianity, or the Church, altogether). Thus, the data will inevitably be 

skewed. Participants were recruited through a snowballing process, which asked contacts 

from various forums with which I am involved (e.g. the Sherborne Hub; Spiritual Directors 

Forums on Linkedin; the Association of Pastoral Supervision and Education; the Churches 

Ministerial Counselling Service; the Spirituality Division of the British Association for 

Counselling and Psychotherapy) to pass on details about the research to people who are 

known by those who take part in these forums or organisations, to have been non-selected 

for ordained ministry in the CofE, and who fulfil the inclusion criteria. An advert was also 

placed in ‘Thresholds’ – the journal of the Spirituality Division of the British Association for 

Counselling and Psychotherapy, and in ‘Apsical’ – the journal for the Association for Pastoral 

Supervisors and Educators. 

The interview questions to these participants were: 

• Can you tell me something about your sense of Calling to ordained ministry?  

• How did you know that your Calling was from God? 

• Can you tell me something about your experience of the selection process? 

• How might the selection process have been handled differently? 

• How did/do you make sense of your non-selection from a psychological and 

theological perspective? 

• What has helped you to integrate the experience psychologically and theologically? 

• What pastoral care was offered to you after notification about the decision of non-

selection? 

• What pastoral care would you have found more helpful after notification about the 

decision of non-selection? 

• Is there anything else you may want to add? 

 

3.3 Methodology 

Semi-structured interviews were used to collect the data. Interviews were all conducted 

face-to-face. The interviews were digitally (audio) recorded, then transcribed and member-

checked for accuracy, and to enable participants to change what they had said (either to 
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develop the data, or to remove data that they subsequently wished they had not said). Of 

the DDOs, three made changes to their transcript; and of the NRAs, three also made 

changes to their transcript. I was unsure whether member-checking should have been 

offered to the NRAs (was it in keeping with the ethical principle of non-maleficence?), 

because I wasn’t present for the participant when the transcripts were received and read 

(unlike at an interview). However, after the interview, I gave them the choice to receive the 

transcript or not, and this choice was reiterated in the covering email that accompanied the 

transcript when it was sent to them for member-checking. Two participants turned-down 

the opportunity to read their transcripts but gave permission for their use without reading 

them. Permission was received after member-checking from all other DDOs and NRAs. 

The analysis of the data was then conducted using Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (Smith et al., 2009; 1999). This methodology places weight on the participants’ 

lived-experience as data (phenomena), with the data being analysed thematically (constant 

comparative) through the lens of the researcher.  

 

3.3.1 Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

I have stated in the assignment for module TH8405 of the DMin programme and elsewhere 

(e.g. Gubi, 2016a; 2016b; 2015), that, as a researcher, I am pragmatic (Gray, 2013). In 

choosing IPA, I wanted a research methodology that enabled the task that I need achieving, 

to be achieved. As such, my choice was task-focussed (Gray, 2013). My soul, as a researcher, 

is qualitative. I am not interested in reducing human-experiences to statistics (although I 

recognise the value of that approach in surveying large samples). So, my choice of IPA 

(Smith et al., 1999; 2009) is because it is a methodology which honours the lived 

experiences of the participants who were interviewed, but which recognises that I, as 

researcher, bring a degree of interpretation to the data being analysed. I have stated 

elsewhere (e.g. Gubi, 2016a; 2016b; 2015), that the aim of IPA is to explore, in some detail, 

participants’ views of the topic which is being investigated. IPA, as a phenomenological 

approach, is concerned with personal perception rather than with the formation of 

objective statements. It seeks an insider perspective, and it takes account of the fact that 

the researcher’s own perceptions are needed to make sense of the other’s world through a 

process of interpretative activity. Therefore, it is my role, as the researcher, to comment on, 

and make sense of, the participant’s activity and opinion. IPA brings together a 
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phenomenological approach with a symbolic interactionism approach, whilst using research 

instruments and methods of analysis that are commonly found in discourse analysis and 

thematic analysis. In IPA, it is not necessary to go beyond the verbal statement to 

understand underlying cognitions or to predict the relational dimension between verbal 

statement and behaviour. Instead, IPA attempts to value the perceptions and meanings 

which are attributed to experiences, while recognising that meaning can only be obtained 

through a process of interpretative activity. It is a dynamic process that is complicated by 

the researcher’s own conceptions. The method of analysis is creative, not prescriptive. It 

relies on a ‘making sense’ of the data through the coding of superordinate themes and 

subordinate themes, and the seeking of connections and contradictions between one 

participant and another. It is important that the researcher’s ‘bias’ does not distort the 

selective process of the categorisation of themes. Initial themes can be governed by the 

prompts that are used at the interviewing phase. However, in the phase after transcribing, it 

is important for the richness of the data to determine the emerging themes and 

categorisation, and for the researcher to be led by that process rather than to dictate it. 

Once a list of superordinate themes has emerged, the researcher is then required to be 

selective towards the emerging subthemes (or subordinate themes), with the selectivity 

dependant on the parameters of the research and the relevance of emerging subordinate 

themes to the research question. At the writing-up phase of the research, the shared and 

contradicting themes, patterns, connections and tensions are translated and woven into a 

coherent narrative account that details the interesting and essential things about the 

participants’ responses in relation to the research question, and the researcher’s 

interpretative analysis of them. However, at this phase of weaving the tapestry that is the 

narrative, it is important for the unique nature of each participant’s experience to emerge; 

and throughout, the participants’ voices are heard in the rich data. In IPA, it is acceptable to 

engage a small, homogenous, purposive sample (Smith et al., 2009), as this enables a more 

idiographic approach which can better honour the rich data and lived experiences of the 

participants. In practical terms, data generation (i.e. conducting, transcribing and analysing 

interviews) is time-consuming and the rich data are often ‘wordy’. So, a smaller sample can 

produce rich data that are able to be detailed, nuanced and idiographic, and which can be 

accommodated given the time and word-limit constraints of the thesis. 
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3.4 Integrating the phenomenological and the theological 

As stated in the assignment for module TH8405 of the DMin programme, within a Social 

Science context, the phenomenological is readily embraced, and there is an acceptance that 

the data are socially constructed. Truth is revealed, and meaning is made and valued at an 

existential level. However, Practical Theology holds the tension of engaging in a 

conversation between what may be considered eternal truths (i.e. theology), and what 

phenomenology holds as important personal truths. Swinton and Mowat (2006, pp. 80-94) 

offer a way of enabling this tension to be held, by seeing research in Practical Theology as a 

mutually critical conversation between theology and social science. This enables indissoluble 

differentiation: 

‘At the same time as their difference should be acknowledged, so should their 

unity. The social sciences can offer complementary knowledge which will 

enhance and sharpen our theological understandings. Similarly, theology will 

offer perspectives which will challenge and shape perspectives offered by the 

social sciences. One does not discount the other; in a similar way to the way that 

divinity and humanity were held together in the person of Christ, so also 

theology and the social sciences hold together in critical complementary tension 

within the lived-experience of the researcher or the practitioner’ (Swinton and 

Mowat, 2006, pp.85-86)10. 

 

In enabling this to happen, Swinton and Mowat (2006, pp.91-94) suggest that hospitality (i.e. 

being hospitable to other forms of knowledge and alternative approaches to the world), 

conversion (i.e. that one is deeply challenged/converted by the experience in the service of 

God, and with God’s grace) and critical faithfulness (i.e. that the divine givenness of Scripture 

and the genuine working of the Holy Spirit are present in the interpretation of the research) 

are needed. My intention, in this research, is to bring integrity, hospitality, conversion and 

critical faithfulness to my interpretation of the data. To these, I will add humility, because as 

in IPA, it is not the intention of the research to formulate universal truths that can be widely 

applied as ‘the truth’. Rather, this research will honour the lived experiences of the 

 
10 Ward’s (2012) work on Ecclesiology and Ethnography being one such example. 
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participants and will point to wider possibilities; and it is hopefully the start of further 

research. Cartledge (2003) argues that if we consider the whole of creation to be God-given, 

and able to be known in a variety of ways, knowledge need not be polarised in an ‘either/or’ 

fashion – although Ward (2012, p. 27) states that not all created things participate in God in 

the same way. However:  

‘…practical theologians in their use of social science methods and techniques will 

bring a distinctively theological epistemology that is influenced by a Christian 

worldview and spirituality… They are, in effect, two sides of the same coin, or 

twin moments in time. This means that they can be usefully employed together 

in order to understand the theological praxis…’ (Cartledge, 2003, p. 82). 

 

3.5 Validity and trustworthiness 

Yardley (2008) states four criteria that enable validity and trustworthiness in qualitative 

research. These are ‘sensitivity to context’, ‘commitment and rigour’, ‘coherence and 

transparency’ and ‘impact and importance’. In addressing each of these criteria: ‘sensitivity 

to context’ will be evidenced by paying careful attention to ethical issues, through the use of 

semi-structured interviewing and open questions, by paying attention to participants’ 

perspectives, by formulating a research question that has been addressed, by clarifying what 

is already known through reference to theoretical and empirical literature, and in gaining an 

awareness of socio-cultural contexts. ‘Commitment and rigour’ will be evidenced through 

purposive (and snowball) sampling, through depth and breadth of analysis, through 

methodological competence, through in-depth engagement and through delivering 

additional insight. ‘Coherence and transparency’ will be evidenced through an ‘appropriate 

fit’ between theory and methodology, through the use of transparent methods and data 

presentation, through researcher reflexivity (although this will probably be limited by the 

size of the thesis as priority is given to the subject being researched), through the explicit 

positioning of the researcher and through the coherence of the study; and ‘impact and 

importance’ will be evidenced by noting the impact of different perspectives on professional 

practice, through identifying theoretical importance and by suggesting further research and 

implications for professional practice. All of these criteria will be met in the thesis. 
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3.6 Summary 

This chapter has captured the methodological choices and research methods that were 

utilised in the data capture. Chapter Four and Five will make explicit the findings from the 

analysis of the data gained from the two phases of the research. 
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Stage Two: Cultural/Contextual: 

 

Chapter 4: Findings: Phase One. 

 

This chapter contains the IPA analysis of the data from the Diocesan Directors of Ordinands 

(DDOs). Because of the large amount of thick data shared by the participants, and the 

restriction of the word limit of the thesis, interpretative comment on the data in Chapters 4 

and 5 is mostly presented in Chapter 6. However, interpretative analysis is evident in the 

data that have been selected for inclusion. The data presented in Chapters 4 and 5 are 

introduced in each section by a brief narrative. Table 1. gives oversight of the superordinate 

and subordinate themes that emerged from the data that were provided by the DDOs. 

 

4.1 Demographic information of the DDOs  

Of the eight DDOs who were interviewed, five had less than ten years’ experience in the 

post, and three had more than ten years’ experience as a DDO. Four were female and four 

were male. They serve dioceses across the two archdioceses (or Provinces - Canterbury and 

York) of the CofE.  

 

4.2 Superordinate theme: Vocation 

4.2.1 Subordinate theme: Everybody’s Called 

Four of the DDOs (DDO1; DDO2; DDO4; DDO7) expressed the belief that everyone is Called 

by God, through baptism, but not everyone is Called to ordained ministry – hence the need 

for a discernment (or selection) process to ‘test’ the nature of the vocation: 

 

“We are all part of the body of Christ and we all have different Callings that we 

can live out” (DDO4). 

 

“We believe passionately that God is Calling everyone to serve him. So, 

vocation isn’t in question. It’s the nature of the vocation that’s in question. If 

you’re not recommended, what we never ever say is, ‘you do not have a 

vocation’, because we don’t believe it. We might say, ‘we do not affirm, at the 
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moment, this vocation to Priestly ministry’. I think in terms of explicitly Priestly 

ministry, God Calls some people and he doesn’t Call others” (DDO7). 

 

Table 1. Themes from the DDOs’ data 

Superordinate 
themes 

4.2 Vocation 4.3  Selection 
processes 

4.4 Theological 
perspective 

4.5  Pastoral 
care 

Subordinate 
themes 

4.2.1 
Everybody’s 
Called 

4.3.1 
Personal 
discernment 

4.4.1 
Knowing it’s 
from God 

4.5.1 
Face-to-face 

4.2.2 
Internal Calling 

4.3.2 
Corporate 
discernment 

4.4.2 
Acts 6 

4.5.2 
In writing 
 

4.2.3 
Testing 

4.3.3 
Discernment of 
others 

4.4.3 
From the 
Ordinal 

4.5.3 
Bishop’s role 
in breaking 
the news  

4.2.4 
Fullness 

4.3.4 
Suitability 

4.4.4 
Ontology versus 
Function 

4.5.4 
Further 
discernment  

4.2.5 
Motivation 

4.3.5 
Formal 
processes 

4.4.5 
Obedience 

4.5.5 
Parish Priest 
 

4.2.6 
Role of Priest 

4.3.6 
Bishops’ 
Advisory Panel 

4.4.6 
Grace 

4.5.6 
Counselling 
 

4.2.7 
Servanthood 

4.3.7 
Other agendas 

4.4.7 
Scripture not 
necessarily 
helpful 

4.5.7 
Spiritual 
Direction 
 

4.2.8 
Celebration of 
Lay vocations 

4.3.8 
Bishop’s 
decision is final 

4.4.8 
Christ’s example 

4.5.8 
Fallout 

4.4.9 
God in the shit 
with them 

4.5.9 
Toll 
 

4.4.10 
Corporate 
Callings in the 
Bible 

4.5.10 
Treading 
mindfully 

4.5.11 
Psychological 
perspectives 
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“I believe everybody has a Christian Calling. However, I don’t think it’s for 

individuals to say, ‘I am Called to be ordained, and I know I am’. It’s for the 

Church to test whether that’s the case” (DDO8). 

 

DDO2 acknowledged the confusion that some people have in hearing a ‘non-

recommendation’ for ordained ministry with their belief that the Church was saying that 

they didn’t have a vocation: 

 

“It’s very hard to hear, ‘but you have a Calling’, if they’re hearing ‘no’ to 

ordination” (DDO2). 

 

 

4.2.2 Subordinate theme: Internal Calling 

In trying to get a sense of a person’s vocation, having an internal sense of Calling was felt to 

be important in sustaining someone through their training and subsequent ministry: 

 

“I’m looking for an internal sense of Call [which] has to be owned by a person” 

(DDO2). 

 

“I think the other reason for looking for the inner Call, is the reality that ministry 

can only really be sustained with that inner sense. You’ll be very fortunate if 

you’re sustained by the support of people around you because it’s a thankless 

role… a thankless Calling in many ways” (DDO5). 

 

“The individual Calling is the thing that sustains a person through the thick and 

thin of ministry... There will be those times in ministry that you hang on with 

finger tips to that sense of Calling, and if it’s not there on a personal level too, it’s 

difficult…” (DDO8). 
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4.2.3 Subordinate theme: Testing 

In determining (testing) the nature of a person’s vocation, two DDOs (DDO2 & DDO6) felt it was 

important that the applicant’s sense of vocation had made a personally transformational and 

‘visible’ difference to the person: 

 

“I want to hear from them about the impact it’s made on their life, and whether 

this is something that is helping them to grow in Christ-likeness. I’m open to that 

taking on a variety of different shapes” (DDO2). 

 

“It’s whether there’s spark in the person” (DDO6). 

 

DDO8 acknowledged the place that personal relationship and judgment on their ability to 

fulfil the functionality of Priesthood played in the discernment process: 

 

“It’s about chemistry, and it’s about getting to know one another. Some of it is 

to do with how you perceive people. I would see them and think, ‘can I see this 

person doing the job?’” (DDO8). 

 

 

4.2.4 Subordinate theme: Fullness 

All of the DDOs expressed that vocation involves the ‘fulfilment’ of a person (i.e. the bringing 

together of a person’s personality, gifts, talents, ability etc.), which would be visible in a 

person as they talked about it: 

 

“I want to know when it feels most alive. I want to know whether it is a Calling 

that is going to bring them freedom and will help to bring others to freedom; or 

whether it is going to constrain them and force them into a shape that they’re 

not meant to be” (DDO2). 

 

“There is something about a sense of vocation enabling somebody to become 

fully alive. That sense of vocation energises them and facilitates them to be more 
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fully who they seem to be. If people don’t feel excited about ministry, I’m not 

sure what the point is actually” (DDO3). 

 

“If you get people in the right place doing the right thing, they blossom and 

flourish. That’s a crucial part of what vocation is. I’m looking for people who 

would thrive, and grow, and develop, and be excited within that role of being 

ordained within the Church” (DDO4). 

 

“Do they have a story to tell which has me listening? Because if they can tell 

their own story in a way that has me leaning forward, they’re likely to tell the 

story of God’s good news in a way that will engage people” (DDO6). 

 

“I think vocation is a gift from God and is congruent with our psychological 

needs. God doesn’t design things to make us miserable, which is another 

evidence sign for me in terms of vocation…. God knows our desires, and our 

make-up, and Calls us accordingly. There’s a difference between being 

challenged and sent outside your comfort zone and doing something for which 

you are fundamentally unsuitable. I don’t think God works in the latter” 

(DDO7). 

 

4.2.5 Subordinate theme: Motivation 

DDO3 felt that a wider (or deeper) motivation than just self-fulfilment was also important, as 

was what a person saw that being ordained would enable, or not (DDO6): 

 

“There’s also something about people doing it out of a sense of the world needs 

this - that actually the world needs to hear the gospel… The litmus test is, ‘are 

other people’s lives transformed by it’?” (DDO3). 

 

“Then they come up with stuff like, ‘oh but the clerical collar will open doors’… 

“Mm, that’s interesting. You say that… it’s probably easier to see the doors that 

it opens. I wonder which ones it closes?’ Last year, I can think of two men who 

came back to me the second time and said, ‘do you know, I’ve been thinking 
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about what you said and I’ve decided I don’t want to pursue this ordination 

thing. You’re quite right, it wouldn’t set me free. This would absolutely hamper 

me, and hinder me, and put me in a box, and actually I’m as free as a bird. And 

I’ve got such influence…” (DDO6). 

 

4.2.6 Subordinate theme: Role of Priest 

DDO2 and DDO3 felt that holding in mind the role and function of a Priest, as defined in the 

Ordinal, was important in discernment: 

 

“I stick with the Ordinal as my baseline really, and I think the Church doesn’t 

have the freedom to meddle with that to an extraordinary degree. You can’t just 

make up what the role of a Priest is. I think some of that’s a given” (DDO2). 

 

“What is distinctive about Priesthood? What is distinctive about the way we lead 

as ordained people?” (DDO3). 

 

4.2.7 Subordinate theme: Servanthood 

For DDO3 and DDO4, a quality of servanthood was important, which was un-demanding of 

entitlement: 

 

“I’ve noticed a greater sense of entitlement – of ‘I’m coming to ministry; I want 

this; I want a nice parish with a nice house with a nice school for my children’. 

That begs some quite serious questions about vocation and service. People come 

in and they demand their entitlements… Where’s the give in this? Where’s the 

service? Where’s the love? Where’s the kenosis, amongst all the other mixed 

motivations that everyone brings with them?” (DDO3). 

 

“When we’re looking at ordained ministry, we’re looking for evidence that  

people are already beginning to have a role as a servant, or as a shepherd/ 

watchman - or those other words that are in the ordination service. Are you 

doing it in your current role? I want evidence you’re doing it now. So, how are 

you performing your role as a Priest in your current situation?” (DDO4). 



53 
 

 

4.2.8 Subordinate theme: Celebration of Lay vocations 

It was important for all of the DDOs that ordained ministry wasn’t seen as the only form of 

vocation that the Church celebrated, and therefore the only form of vocation that people might 

be drawn to: 

 

“It’s getting people to think of them on a par that’s important” (DDO4). 

 

“I think all vocations should be celebrated and recognised. I think the Church is 

making an effort these days, but we could do better. We should be celebrating 

our lay ministers without whom the Church could not function” (DDO7). 

 

4.3 Superordinate theme: Selection processes 

All of the DDOs expressed the discernment of Calling as occurring at a number of levels, 

described in different ways, but consisting of a mixture of: a) personal; b) corporate and c) 

others: 

 

“…It’s a two-stage thing where the person discerns their sense of Calling, and 

then it’s given over to the Church community…” (DDO1). 

 

“What I always try to say to people is that there’s two bits to the Calling. There’s 

‘whether you believe you’re Called’, and ‘whether the Church believes you’re 

Called’. And the two have to knit together” (DDO4). 

 

“I think I would describe it as being in two sides - inner and outer - which are 

fairly conventional. Part of the challenge is showing if there’s a match between 

them” (DDO5). 

 

4.3.1 Subordinate theme: Personal discernment 

Whilst personal discernment was thought to be important (see Section 4.2.2), it came with a 

level of ‘qualification’. DDO2 felt that an applicant being too convinced of their Calling wasn’t 
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helpful in them embracing the discernment process; DDO3 felt that a natural suspicion of 

another’s sense of vocation was needed; DDO2 looked for evidence of discernment that went 

back to youth; DDO5 was suspicious of people hearing God’s voice in dreams; and DDO7 was 

downright suspicious of conviction: 

 

“I can think of candidates I’ve seen who have just clearly been utterly frustrated 

that they have to come and have these tedious meetings with the DDO, when 

really all they’re trying to do is convince me of the rightness of their sense of Call. 

They tend to be the harder meetings, ‘cos that’s not what the process is for. We 

tend not to get very far because of it. But, you also need to make sure you have a 

trustworthy process…. I think particularly as you ask people to be quite 

vulnerable in it. We have to honour the gift of that trust. I do say to people when 

I first meet them, you know… you’ve all met vicars… you want them to be well-

selected and well-trained, don’t you? They’ll go, “well, yes we do…”. It is right 

that that happens” (DDO2). 

 

“About a hundred years ago, the inner Call was kind of irrelevant. If the Bishop 

went to school with your dad and thought you were a good chap, that was all 

you needed really. So, there is something about modernist/ post-modernist 

individualism that’s come into Call – and therefore it’s about God and me. I think 

we need to be wary about that, which is why I think we need the balance 

between what the Church seeks to achieve between an inner sense of Call and 

that Call being affirmed by others” (DDO3). 

 

“I’m always a little worried if people are a little bit too keen on, ‘I believe I’m 

Called to be a Priest’. I’m usually much happier when people come forward and 

say, ‘well other people are saying to me that they think I ought to do this… So, 

I’m reluctantly here hoping you’re going to say ‘no’’. They’re the ones I really 

quite like ‘cos that’s the sort of appropriate humility and graciousness that we 

need for this. If people are coming saying, ‘I have the gifts that are necessary, I’m 

good enough to do this’, the answer is, ‘we don’t want you, because you’re not…’ 

But people coming saying, ‘I’m not good enough to do this. I can’t possibly fulfil 
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that role’… No, the answer’s correct - you can’t. You can only do it with the grace 

of God. So, if we start like that, and if Clergy and Bishops realise that as they 

continue their ministry, we’ll probably be in a better place!” (DDO4). 

 

“…a desire to help to determine the tenacity of people’s Call - a sense that it’s 

gone on for a long time. Very frequently, whatever age people are, you find that 

there are experiences going back well into their youth… that are signs of it. What 

extent are they able to order their lives around it? Are they willing to make 

sacrifices? Have they made major decisions that suggest it really is truly 

important?” (DDO5). 

 

“I do remember one person, talking at a vocation’s event, about how she was 

woken repeatedly in the night and so felt a sort of Samuel’s sense of Call. But I 

equally remember another person – a well-respected parish Priest who was on 

our vocation’s team - saying, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never 

heard anything like that. It was a series of nudges and, in the end, it was just 

what I ended up doing” (DDO5). 

 

“In my experience, there is a direct correlation between the level of conviction 

an individual has, and their lack of suitability. The Bishop of XXXX is very fond of 

saying, ‘I don’t like the phrase ‘my vocation’’. He says, ‘there’s no such thing’; 

and the more people talk about ‘my vocation’ and ‘this is how I feel’ and ‘God 

came down and spoke to me in the middle of the night’ - we get a lot of that and 

we…. please don’t get me wrong, we take it seriously. If someone says, ‘God 

spoke to me in a dream…’ well, scripture is full of God speaking to people in 

dreams - we take it seriously, but it’s not sufficient on its own” (DDO7). 

 

4.3.2 Subordinate theme: Corporate discernment 

The place of the Church community in discerning a person’s sense of Calling was expressed 

as follows: 
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DDO1 and DDO2 stated that if someone is convinced of their Calling, that doesn’t mean that 

the Church has to agree. The Church community has a role in determining the Calling too: 

 

“If they’re convinced, that’s fine - but that doesn’t mean that we have to do 

what they say, because it’s whether the Church has a view on this… God’s view 

can be expressed through the Church as well as through the person’s open 

mind… We believe that the Church has an important role in understanding 

what God’s Call is” (DDO1). 

 

“I think there also has to be a sense of Calling from the Church, and the Church 

gets to articulate, and to some extent, determine, what it understands by 

ordained ministry. Now, I think there’s a degree of flexibility but not a limitless 

elasticity… over the concept. I don’t think we can just entirely make up what 

we mean by it, but we can adapt it. I think there’s an important element about 

subjecting oneself to the discernment of the Church - that we do not get to just 

make up our own lives; and that there is a wisdom, one hopes, embodied in the 

Church. It’s not infallible, but there is a wisdom… to which we need to submit” 

(DDO2). 

 

“We have to be humble enough to recognise there is a wider knowledge which is 

embodied in the Church, to which we have to conform, as it were. I think it’s 

quite important to keep the question mark there over a vocation until it’s 

affirmed, and we’re sometimes not very good at doing that” (DDO5). 

 

“We also talk about how personal discernment is very important. Indeed, it’s 

vital at the beginning; but that once you enter the diocesan process, you are 

offering, and the Church is discerning - which doesn’t mean you suddenly switch 

off discernment in yourself, but you have discerned there might be a vocation to 

Priestly ministry, so you then get to the stage where you offer that to the Church 

- and the Church discerns” (DDO7). 
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Ways in which corporate discernment took place, before entering any official processes (e.g. 

Bishops’ Advisory Panel), were things like how well a person was performing in their secular 

employment or parish work (competence and motivation): 

 

“Well I think ‘by your fruits you shall know them’. So, you look to see how well 

they’re fulfilling their lay Calling as a layperson…” (DDO1). 

 

“I do think we all have a Calling. I think the Calling is fluid. So, it could be that 

we have a Calling in one thing and that moves on to something else. And it’s 

seeing how that best fits… and it’s great when we can affirm people in the 

Calling that they’re already doing” (DDO4). 

 

4.3.3 Subordinate theme: Discernment of others 

The fact that ‘others’ could also see the possibility of an applicant in a Priestly role, was 

thought important: 

 

“…they might bring as evidence from their local… or parish, where people have 

said to them, ‘you should go and be ordained’” (DDO1). 

 

“I want to know if other people can see it” (DDO2). 

 

“When someone goes to a selection conference for ordained ministry, there 

has to be a sense that other people think it’s the right thing to do, and that 

they think it’s the right thing to do… We’re all part of the body of Christ, and 

we’re all part of a Church together, and other people need to be able to 

recognise those gifts and see them. It’s other people in the Church that will be 

able to know whether they’re actually going to be any good at fulfilling that 

role or not - and not just their best mate” (DDO4). 

 

“The other thing is that other people see it, and often unexpectedly other 

people will say, ‘I talked to my vicar, or my spouse, or whoever, and they said, 

‘oh yes, I’ve been waiting for you to say that to me because I’ve seen that in 
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you for ages’. But, it’s not an exact art. I think it’s one of the key tests. If other 

people really don’t see it at all, then there’s got to be a question mark about 

public ordained ministry, because that means something that’s not displaying 

something outwards to others. Given that ordained ministry is fundamentally 

about relations with other people, if other people aren’t perceiving that in you, 

then that implies that something is missing” (DDO5). 

 

4.3.4 Subordinate theme: Suitability 

The importance of suitability, in terms of character and relationality, was expressed: 

 

“Some people have completely unrealistic ideas and would never ever get a job 

- and probably would be unsuitable character-wise” (DDO1). 

 

“For others, there are more deep-seated issues, usually around things like 

personality and character. They’re harder to evidence, but sometimes lack of 

evidence is evidence” (DDO2). 

 

“Are they going to be able to sustain this for themselves? Are we putting 

somebody in a position that it’s not fair to put them in? Then there’s the kind 

of person that you think, actually I think this person could do a lot of damage in 

that kind of a position as a Priest” (DDO8). 

 

“The people who have the worst experiences – the fact they don’t hear it - is part 

of the reason why they’re not selected because they’re people who are not good 

at receiving the subtle signals, and the Church does work very subtly, but 

sometimes quite transparently. But that’s precisely why it is maybe an issue with 

them. The filtering out effect is filtering out people who do have a very powerful 

relationship with God, but they are in some sense essentially unsuitable in 

character and therefore they’re likely to respond badly” (DDO5). 
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“There has to be clear evidence that someone can know their own fragility, and 

manage appropriate boundaries, and contain things appropriately - and 

themselves” (DDO7). 

 

DDO4 stressed the importance of having a team of people involved in determining the 

suitability of a candidate: 

 

“…The placement report from the vicar said, ‘I’ve got one or two concerns.’ 

And when this was shown to the candidate – I think it did a really good job, and 

it really touched those buttons and this person was in floods of tears. We’ve 

just had an email today saying, ‘no, I think that was all wrong. I think I’m all 

sorted with that.’ You think ‘really?’ When you had that reaction to it? I don’t 

think so! It’s not saying they shouldn’t be ordained, but it’s saying… The 

inability to own where they’re actually at. That’s why it’s helpful to have a 

team; helpful for people to be able to bang this around together” (DDO4).  

 

However, there was a recognition by some DDOs that ‘suitability’ didn’t have to be defined 

by narrow constructs (e.g. academic ability, fitting the ‘mould’): 

 

“We are certainly wanting to ordain more people… look at people who don’t 

have formal academic qualifications, and yet are able to communicate the 

Christian faith very clearly. So, how do you then assess people within that? If 

we believe that the gospel is for the people on the council estate, then we 

need people who come from there, who talk the language, who understand the 

culture, who can actually be Priests there” (DDO4). 

 

“In the ordination service, the Priest is there to be a watchman and a prophet. 

Watchmen and prophets are not always popular, and so we need to bear that 

in mind. In some ways, we don’t have many prophets, and we possibly don’t 

have many watchmen saying, ‘hang on a minute. There’ll be a disaster if you go 

down that track.’ I think we need to always balance that” (DDO4). 
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However, DDO7 concluded the importance of making sure that unsuitable people didn’t 

get into ordained ministry: 

 

“I’m sorry about that, but I care about the Church and I think people who are 

ordained when perhaps they shouldn’t be ordained, wreak havoc, and they 

damage other people, and they damage themselves” (DDO7). 

 

 

4.3.5 Subordinate theme: Formal processes 

All of the DDOs stated that the process of being considered for ordained ministry begins 

with a letter of recommendation to the DDO from the Parish Priest. This is followed by a 

short interview with a DDO: 

 

“I will interview them, and I may eliminate some people. How I do it is up to me 

and up to the situation. If I think they are too immature and haven’t got 

enough experience of work and life, I’ll say, ‘why don’t you go away and come 

back and see me in two or three years when you’ve got something to show’” 

(DDO1). 

 

In DDO2’s diocese, “someone will either refer themselves, or will be referred by their 

incumbent or chaplain, to the vocations’ process” (DDO2). 

 

“The first port of Call is someone’s incumbent or chaplain, and if they haven’t 

yet spoken to them, we ask them to. If they’re reluctant to speak to them for 

some reason, we investigate that a little bit, and we try and facilitate that. If 

there is a relationship breakdown (which very occasionally happens) which is 

stopping someone coming forward, we would put them in touch with the area 

Dean, or find a mentor, or suggest they change Church depending on the 

circumstances” (DDO7). 

 

Some DDOs required evidence of reading and other specified activities (e.g. placement): 
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“I ask them to back that up by talking to other clergy and doing something like 

reading and sometimes writing, to give me a sense of how they’re thinking 

about it. In this diocese, we run a diocesan panel, which is like a miniature of 

the national Bishop’s Advisory Panel… three interviews on one day, which is 

partly… it’s only advising me, in effect. Apart from the Bishop, I’m the only one 

who hears from it directly. Then there are several months of these people 

meeting with more experienced people. It’s preparatory for the Bishop’s 

Advisory Panel because, for the candidates, they’re getting three interviews 

which are attempting to cover a huge area of fifty minutes, or an hour each, 

and there’s something in that that is very helpful to them in terms of 

understanding how they’ve got themselves across. And they usually see the 

Bishop after that. Assuming he’s happy as well, they go forward to BAP” 

(DDO5). 

 

“While we’re deciding if someone should go to a selection conference - there 

was a guy that I worked with who was from a very traditional Church background 

- choirs and that sort of thing. When he talked about mission, he rather froze and 

didn’t get it at all, and felt quite threatened by it. So, I sent him on a placement 

to a Church that did a lot of social action but was very much the happy-clappy… 

with the ‘band at the front’ type of Church. He was quite worried really, but he 

went. By the end of it, he was absolutely full of it. It’s not what turned him on 

worship-wise, but he could see what they were doing. And, the vicar then said to 

me afterwards, that their band was really quite precious about… they wouldn’t 

let people join them. But when this lad went on placement, it didn’t take them 

long to say, ‘Come and join us’, ‘cos he was a great musician. And so there he 

was in this happy-clappy band, playing his instrument, while people were hands 

in the air, and all that, which is definitely not where he was at all. Then, at the 

end of the placement, he came to see me, and it was as if a different person had 

come through the door. He was suddenly excited by the idea of mission, and he 

could see why it was a great thing to do, and it wasn’t just a threat from these 

dreadfully evangelicals as he had thought it was… and that was wonderful. I 
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deliberately put him outside his comfort zone. Other people you might want to 

be more gentle with. It just depends what their experience is” (DDO4).  

 

“If we have a woman candidate, I want to make sure, if at all possible, that she 

had experienced a parish with a woman incumbent - not just a woman curate, 

but a woman actually leading it - and that can be quite liberating for some 

women. If you’re going to take on that role, you need to have seen other people. 

So, some of those other tools are quite important as well” (DDO4). 

 

Some dioceses host groups in which formal input is given: 

 

“I wait until I’ve gathered a group of about eight or so candidates, and then I’ll 

set up four meetings that they all have to come to… That probably happens 

about three times a year. We cover four bits of the criteria. Usually the first one 

is more introductory; the second one is about leadership…; the third one is 

about mission and evangelism – and we study a book…. At the meeting, they 

will be asked for what their opinions are of the different chapters in the book… 

which they all do very zealously. The final of the four, they do a little exercise 

where they have prepared a five-minute talk on something which is relevant to 

the ministry… and they give their talk and they lead a little discussion among 

their group… and you see… This is an exercise which is done at the selection 

conferences if they get there” (DDO1). 

 

These groups enable the selectors to see how potential ordinands behave in a group. They 

also highlight academic (in)ability: 

 

“The group sessions are about seeing how they respond in groups, and what 

they’re like in team work and whether they can work collaboratively. If I 

thought that somebody could not work collaboratively, couldn’t work within a 

team, or didn’t have the appropriate leadership skills, that would be something 

that would make me ask questions about whether they were ready to proceed 

to a BAP” (DDO8). 
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Other dioceses, deal with applicants on a more individual basis: 

 

“So, initially they would meet with a vocation’s advisor, over four or five 

meetings. That space is there to help them explore what kind of a shape of 

vocation it is, without closing down, too narrowly, and saying, ‘alright, this is 

clearly only about ordination’. It’s looking at who they are, who they think God is, 

what their gifts are, particular areas in which God might be Calling them. If it 

looks like they’re being Called to ordained ministry, they will then get referred to 

me, and I will meet with them upwards of seven times, depending on their 

circumstances, previous experience, potential etc. Those meetings relate to the 

selection criteria - the nine things that have been identified. So, they’ll have the 

whole meeting on leadership, whereas quality of mind, for example, will come 

through all of them. So, I don’t do a separate meeting on that. I will ask people to 

do reading and writing, sometimes visit other Clergy or other Churches, or do a 

placement, in between meetings, as ways of giving them space to expand their 

knowledge and their experience, and for them to grow. For some people, it 

becomes clear during those meetings, that this isn’t the right thing for them. 

Sometimes they come to that conclusion. Sometimes we both do; sometimes, I 

do, and they don’t” (DDO2). 

 

“Often on that first meeting, I will say to people at the end something like, ‘okay, 

you have told me about various things in your life, that would indicate to me that 

you’re already beginning to touch on areas in the selection criteria. You’ve talked 

about personality character, you’ve talked about relationships, you’ve talked 

about mission evangelism, you’ve talked about…’ and they’re usually quite 

surprised, or even shocked, that, ‘oh gosh, well I see’. So, what I’ve said is already 

you’re beginning to say those things. Or I will say, you know, ‘it’s obvious that 

from what you’re saying that you are fulfilling a Priestly role with doing that soup 

run, or that so-and-so. And that’s great - and then people begin to see what it’s 

all about. This is not about giving people books to read so that they can be clever 

and jump big hoops. This is saying, ‘are you already doing it?’ And then teaching 



64 
 

people to be able to use the language so that other people can understand what 

they’re saying within our funny Church of England system” (DDO4). 

 

“My brief is to very much meet people whose sense of Calling is just beginning 

and actually I find myself not thinking, ‘is this a potential Priest or not, but what 

is this Calling doing?’… and just exploring. Sometimes, I have to pull them back a 

little bit and get them to open up the different sense that they might have” 

(DDO5). 

 

4.3.6  Subordinate theme: Bishops’ Advisory Panel 

The final part of the selection process was attending the Bishops’ Advisory Panel (BAP). 

DDOs had mixed views about the value of the BAP: 

 

“They’re (i.e. the BAP) the ones who hold the purse strings. They are Church 

House with the money and the funds, and the central board of finance. On behalf 

of the Bishops, they are asked to recommend who goes ahead” (DDO1). 

 

“In some dioceses, quite a lot of people get ‘not recommended’ ‘cos they don’t 

go to much effort before people go. So nasty surprises occur when they go to 

their conference” (DDO1). 

 

“So then, they write to the Bishop and say whether they recommend them and 

why, and if they don’t recommend and why” (DDO1). 

 

“As a matter of policy, we would never send anyone to selection who we didn’t 

think was going to be recommended. We don’t use the national selection as a 

kind of ‘well, we can’t make up our mind, so we’ll send them to BAP and see 

what happens’. BAP’s are pretty rigorous. I would be hard pushed to think how 

they could be improved. The report writing’s a bit tedious when you’re an 

advisor but the process I have confidence in. I think the diocesan process is 

pretty rigorous. They can go back after two years” (DDO3). 
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“I suppose I’m more often saying to people, particularly as they approach BAP, 

this isn’t a competitive system. You’re not competing against other people. So 

often in a job interview you are competing against other people, aren’t you?” 

(DDO6). 

 

“I’m a great believer in rigor. I think if it’s real, it’ll stand up to it. Also, if you are 

ordained, you’ve got to do plenty of work which is meeting people - random 

people - for short amounts of time. If you can’t convey something well in that 

time, you might not be suited for the role anyway. If you can’t express yourself in 

writing pastorally, if you can’t speak in front of eight other people, convincingly 

and clearly… I think all the exercises are really helpful - particularly the group 

exercise, because people can hold it together for fifty minutes, and be the person 

that they think you want them to be, but they always become themselves in a 

group – it’s extraordinary. There are DDOs in the country who don’t like saying 

‘no’. So, they put anyone in for a BAP. We do not do that. I think that’s wicked 

and cruel. So, we do get ‘no’s’ from BAP sometimes - very few - and I’m glad we 

get ‘no’s’ because if we had a hundred percent success rate, it’d just be a rubber-

stamping exercise” (DDO7). 

 

“There are questions about that, with the BAP itself, that are being asked. And I 

don’t know what the answer is; but I would observe that it is heavy on the one-

to-one stuff, and if people aren’t good at that… and I suppose what disturbs me 

is, if the chemistry doesn’t happen, is that their fault or my fault?” (DDO8). 

 

4.3.7 Subordinate theme: Other agendas 

Within the selection process, other agendas, other than the candidate’s suitability and 

Calling, can be influential. DDO1 stated that the letter of recommendation may be open to 

other agendas that are unhelpful to the discernment process: 

 

“They have to have a recommendation letter, and they’ll be ruled out if the vicar 

says that they don’t agree, although very often, vicars are very lily-livered and 

will recommend anyone just to get them off their backs. So, we don’t take that 
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(i.e. the letter of recommendation) too seriously, because they’re nervous that 

the person will see it and will be on their back forever, causing trouble” (DDO1). 

 

Academic ability also plays a part in the discernment process: 

 

“…shows a total inability to understand it when it comes to the thing, then we 

know that probably we’ve got to not send them on because they’ll never get 

through college” (DDO1). 

 

The ethnicity of applicants also played a part in enhancing (or not) their chances of success: 

 

“His big plus was that he was black… and the Church wants more Black Clergy. 

We have lots of really good black candidates but… it doesn’t override everything 

else” (DDO1). 

 

“I do have a concern though, that we’re doing badly with ethnic minorities and the 

BAME agenda is not going as well as it might…” (DDO8). 

 

Candidates’ views on ‘gay Clergy’ and ‘women Priests/Bishops’ also affected the 

discernment process: 

 

“We are mandated to cover relationships. If someone is going to be a Priest in 

the Church, we don’t want them to say that this gay Priest down the road is not a 

Priest or… is a sinner, or whatever… I have to put in my report, that they’re 

prepared to say they know what’s in it, they’ve discussed it, they’re prepared to 

live within its findings. Basically, the Church has decided it’s got women Priests 

and this is not up for argument. However, if they’re in a parish Church, and they 

don’t want… they can’t deal with it… the Church is committed to supporting 

parishes and people who don’t agree. They will not be penalised for that. They 

can still be ordained” (DDO1). 
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“I’m alert to the ways in which the Church can sometimes be blind to some 

vocations, and I think we could be better at that. I think there is, you know, I 

think issues around sexuality for example. I’m sure there are issues around race 

and still some around gender, can put unhelpful filters on what we think is 

possible with God. There’s definitely work to be done there in the Church being 

challenged by what God is doing” (DDO2). 

 

Previous marital situations were a potential stumbling block (Canon C4): 

 

“There are a lot of instances when I’m quite convinced the person was Called, 

but the Church said ‘no’. The most likely thing is to do with marriage. So, either 

through this Canon C4 thing of being married before, or there have been… I’ve 

known a number of cases where someone has got divorced, and then they can’t 

be married again and if they marry again before being ordained, they have to 

wait three years. York or Canterbury will only consider the application for 

permission after three years of being married. So, I’ve known a number of cases 

where people have had to decide, ‘am I going to get married, or am I going to get 

ordained?’ And we’ve just said to them, ‘you either need to get ordained, then of 

course, you can do what you like - which makes it really rubbish. Or you get 

married now, and then wait’. And in each instance, I think, people have made the 

right decision, and they’ve said, ‘fine. I’m going to get married’, and as far as I 

know none of them has ever come back - which I think is deeply sad. And the 

Church loses out.  What they could do with is at least to have some sort of parity 

between systems in the two provinces. At the moment, it’s much easier to get 

the faculty in XXXX than it is in XXXX, because of the individuals concerned… and 

that’s no good. That’s absolute nonsense. There needs to be parity between how 

anyone is treated within each province. So, you can’t say, ‘I’ll say ‘no’ to that 

person but that one’s in exactly the same position, but I’ll say ‘yes’ to them’ - 

which seems to be what’s happening; and it all depends what mood he’s in. Also, 

you’ve got a system where no Archbishop has to give any reasons… nor is there 

any sense of appeal - and I think that’s completely wrong” (DDO4). 
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Age was identified as a possible stumbling block: 

 

“I had someone the other week who came forward, who I said, ‘I’m sorry, but 

there’s no way you could be ordained before you’re seventy. I think you probably 

were Called, but I think you’ve just come too late.’ And, in that instance, it was 

very sad because this was someone who had spoken to Clergy, DDO, etc. in the 

past, and they’d all said, ‘oh just wait, be patient.’ And then I’m saying, ‘I’m sorry 

you’ve left it too long’… which felt absolutely awful. We’ve set our age limit at 

fifty-eight. So, you have to be ordained before you’re fifty-eight if you want to 

look at a stipendiary post. Therefore, we’ll say, ‘you have then to do a three year 

curacy, and then you’ve got at least four… if you count to sixty-eight, then you’ve 

got seven years before you (retire)’ – so I think that’s the reasoning behind that” 

(DDO4). 

 

There was also pressure felt by a number of DDOs to increase the number of people 

accepted for ordination training based on set targets: 

 

“I mean not least when we’re in a culture, as we are at the moment, where there 

is this kind of urge to find all the vocations we can – to pounce on people and 

build them up. I mean it is targets. 40% more we are being encouraged to train 

this year and we want fourteen more percent next year, and it’s all going to be 

very wonderful and save the Church of England - and that filters down” (DDO5). 

 

“Fifty percent more vocations to ordained ministry is what the Archbishop’s asked for. 

We’ve been unable to pursue that, really, in an official way because we can’t afford 

the training costs and the curacy costs. It’s bonkers really! It’s not joined up. I’ve asked 

in meetings, “Oh, so are we going to bring our bar down in order to let people in? ‘Oh 

no’” (DDO6). 

 

“We are all supposed to get a fifty percent increase in vocations to ordained ministry 

by 2020. How do you make God Call more people? I’ve had words with him to this 

effect. At the moment, he seems quite silent on the issue” (DDO8). 
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Some DDOs appeared to place greater emphasis on certain attributes than others:  

 

“I get the impression we work people here slightly harder than many dioceses 

do, particularly in terms of ‘quality of mind’, just because it’s a bit of an issue for 

me. Ministries aren’t getting any simpler, and I think we need Clergy who can 

deal with complexity. They don’t need lots of degrees, but they do need to be 

able to unpick complexity, both in their own lives and in the lives of others in 

society, if they’re going to be able to preach the gospel into it” (DDO3). 

 

“I do think ministry is conceived, increasingly in the Church of England, about 

what it yields externally. We tend to preference exteriority over interiority, in 

ministry, at the point of selection and discernment” (DDO3). 

 

There was also a question raised about the quality of those who end up as selectors on BAP 

panels: 

 

“I’m also – again poking a hole at the system, having said how great it was - 

aware that there is an issue about quality assurance across advisors and BAPs. 

Some advisors are just more ‘up to speed’ than others. There is an element of 

luck. I feel less confident about somebody’s outcome at a BAP, than I did when I 

first arrived… I was trained as a BAP advisor eight years ago. Had I not been a 

DDO… I’ve had no subsequent training in that, no updating. Any updating I’ve 

had is because I do this job… But the whole world has changed. The whole way 

the Church understands vocation has changed. BAP advisors are, by definition, 

people who are able to take Monday to Thursday off – which isn’t everyone - and 

that becomes a demographical subset in itself. That’s not to slag them off. It is 

just to say that there is a massive variety in advisors, in their understanding of 

ordained ministry, and, if I wanted to be really rude, their competency. The fact 

that everything has to be agreed unanimously at the end - and the selection 

sanctuaries are fabulous – I do think generally mitigates against that being a 
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problem… but it is a bit of a problem. No system is completely fool proof in a 

way” (DDO3). 

 

4.3.8 Subordinate theme: Bishop’s decision is final 

The final part of the selection process was identified as being the diocesan Bishop whose 

decision is final: 

 

“They go to our own Bishop, who will interview them and make the final decision 

- shall we send them to the BAP or not? If he decides to send a gay person who’s 

living with a gay partner, which he sometimes does, then that’s fine. That’s the 

point of decision about that. The BAP is not allowed to ask any questions about 

that. It’s up to the Bishop. Which means of course it’s a bit of a postcode lottery 

isn’t it… because many Bishops, probably the majority of Bishops, would send 

them – if they were otherwise, absolutely fine. Some Bishops wouldn’t” (DDO1). 

 

“The Bishop can overrule it (the BAP) if he wants, but in this diocese, he never 

does and the candidates know this before they go. The Bishop’s policy is never to 

overrule a BAP” (DDO3). 

 

4.4 Superordinate theme: Theological perspectives 

DDOs were asked how they made sense of non-recommendation from a theological 

perspective. Their responses are below. 

 

4.4.1 Subordinate theme: Knowing it’s from God 

Some DDOs (DDO3 & DDO7) expressed an uncertainty in knowing that a person’s Call was 

from God: 

 

“How do you know it’s from God? That was the question that freaked me out a 

bit, because there are so many assumptions about it. I think the bottom line is to 

say that I don’t ever know. It’s a working hypothesis. And I think that’s all the 

Church can legitimately do is just say, ‘our best guess is…’” (DDO3). 
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“The basic answer is that we don’t (know that a Calling is from God). I mean you 

can’t prove things about God, which is right and proper. We have a very rigorous 

process which is deliberately rigorous. It takes a certain amount of time – which 

is also deliberate. I sometimes get requests from enquirers or their incumbents 

saying ‘this is a great candidate. Can you fast track them’? The answer is ‘no’ – 

we never fast track because we think there’s something that happens in the gaps 

– as well as the things that happen in the interviews” (DDO7). 

 

4.4.2 Subordinate theme: Acts 6 

DDO2 made reference to Acts 6:2-6 as a way of theologically understanding the selection 

process: 

 

“If you look in the early Church, Paul lays-on hands on some of those he appoints 

to be leaders in some of his congregations. I think there’s some sense there… 

and the choosing of the first deacons for example. I think there was some 

corporate decision-making that goes on there. It isn’t just left down to the sort of 

individual charism of particular people. I think the community is a really 

important part of what we do. I think the Church has to have a say in the sorts of 

ministers it wants, or it chooses to commission, because you represent the 

Church – as well as Christ” (DDO2). 

 

4.4.3 Subordinate theme: From the Ordinal 

DDO2 made reference to the words of the Ordinal: 

 

“The ordination service says, ‘remember always with thanksgiving that the 

treasure that is now entrusted to you is Christ’s own flock, bought by the 

shedding of his blood on the cross’. It’s to him we’ll render account for the 

stewardship of his people. That’s a fairly sobering thought to keep being 

confronted with” (DDO2). 
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4.4.4 Subordinate theme: Ontology versus Function 

What ontological change of becoming Priest consisted of, and its place alongside 

functionality, was made reference to: 

 

“Things like the ontology of Priesthood was a big deal to a lot of people I was at 

college with. I sometimes think the longer I’ve been ordained the more 

functional my understanding of what ordination has become. I think in the end 

it’s actually a false dichotomy. I think the primary ontological change, if we want 

to talk in those terms, is baptism. It’s not ordination. I think teachers have 

ontological changes as well, architects have ontological changes, so it’s not 

unique to Priesthood. I think maybe the ontological thing goes back to the thing I 

said at the very beginning about, ‘this is who I was created to be. This is me firing 

on all cylinders.’ I do think there is something ontological about Priesthood, it’s 

not just function. But then I think there’s something ontological about 

everything…” (DDO3). 

 

“The role of the Priest is to enable the people of God to become more fully the 

people of God – and then to go out into the world and do their stuff, in terms of 

mission and evangelism. I love that notion of Priesthood and I feel quite secure in 

my own understanding, and that, you know, has both ontological and functional 

implications for me, all of which is fine. But it becomes a functioning within the 

body… This is what ordained people do, and by the way, the Kingdom of God 

needs good Christian architects who will build good quality social housing for the 

poor, as much as it needs lots of vicars…” (DDO3). 

 

“Although I believe in an ontological change, I don’t think that a miraculous 

personality change takes place at ordination. I think God just Calls people to 

different things. I think there’s plenty of supporting scripture about being set 

apart for Priestly ministry. I think it’s a sacrament of the Church as we have 

inherited that - part of the tradition. Not everyone believes that, and that’s fine, 

but I believe there is an ontological change at ordination. The sacrament effects 

some kind of transformation, otherwise it wouldn’t be a sacrament. I suppose 
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that’s my theological ecclesiological rationale. I do believe passionately though 

that it doesn’t make you better. It makes you different - but it’s very hard to use 

that language when you are a Priest, and you’re talking to someone who isn’t, or 

someone who wants to be, and have been told they can’t be - because it just 

sounds a bit sort of twee and pious. I get that. You can’t join the club, but don’t 

worry, we don’t think we’re that great. Yes, it’s horrible, but I don’t see a way 

around it. I think it’s hurtful. I think being told you can’t do it is hurtful. I don’t 

see what we can do about that” (DDO7). 

 

4.4.5 Subordinate theme: Obedience 

The place of obedience in the selection process was commented on: 

 

“I think in the end, I need to be obedient - and they need to be obedient - to the 

wisdom and community of faith. I think in the end - and I think the Church gets 

this quite well - the whole selection criteria there’s a balance between an inner 

sense of Call, and that Call being affirmed by others. That this is fundamentally 

an ecclesial Call. It’s about the wider Church’s discernment and I need to be 

obedient to that, and I know people who have been profoundly hurt and scarred 

by that” (DDO3). 

 

“A large part of our discernment - the obedience in vocation. So, if someone says 

to you, ‘we’d like you to do some things…’ To do it - not just argue about it. But 

it’s that openness to learn and to grow, and to be gracious in the way that you do 

it. That’s really quite important because if you have that attitude of, ‘no, actually 

I am right’ - if you do that out in the parish, you’re not going to last very long. 

You’re going to get very upset and you’ll come out saying, ‘oh, they were 

dreadful. It’s all their fault’” (DDO4). 

 

“We have a session on scripture and scriptural Calls, and people are given some 

homework before they come to look at certain passages and say who they most 

identify with etc. There’s also a session that day Called ‘obedient, realistic and 

informed’, which are the three key words in the criterion for vocation. We talk 
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about what it means to obedient, realistic and informed. Everything we do is 

evidence-based as far as we’re able to do that. So, if we say ‘no’ to someone, we 

need to say why it isn’t obedient, realistic or informed. And we find that those 

always… fall into at least one of those categories… but interestingly usually more 

than one” (DDO7). 

 

4.4.6 Subordinate theme: Grace 

DDO3 considered the process of discernment and selection as an act of Grace: 

 

“I suppose my theological understanding would be – this is about someone owning 

what has been given to them by grace. So fundamentally, it’s a gift of grace recognised 

by the community of faith. That people are willing to accept and own and say ‘yes, I 

will live the consequences of this.’ Now, whether it’s recognised by the community of 

faith first, and then the person celebrated, or whether the person bursts with it and 

says to their community of faith, ‘look I think I’ve got this gift. What do you think?’ So 

yeah, I think there is a right balance between interiority and an inner acceptance of 

that Call, but that it needs to be absolutely discerned and affirmed by the community 

of faith” (DDO3). 

 

4.4.7 Subordinate theme: Scripture not necessarily helpful 

DDO4 and DDO5 acknowledged that the Bible offers little by way of a model of ordained 

ministry: 

 

“If you try and look too much about ordained ministry in the Bible, I think you’re on a 

hiding-to-nothing really. I think the Old Testament has something very particular and 

specific to do with cutting animals up and things. Okay, we don’t do much of that… 

and the New Testament doesn’t have very much at all. It has a few bits, but for us to 

try and take too much out of scripture is actually rather unhelpful. ‘Cos it happened 

after scripture was finalised…. as to how we make sense of it” (DDO4). 

 

“I think a lot of the biblical examples are of truly exceptional people who were Called 

to do one particular thing at one particular time, and the present one would hope is 
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not without those; but there’s probably only a handful at a time, and I don’t think we 

should necessarily liken the broad mass at the ordained ministry, to say, Isaiah or 

Samuel, as examples. But we have to draw from those examples, what our 

experience might be like… of Call” (DDO5). 

 

4.4.8  Subordinate theme: Christ’s example 

DDO4 and DDO8 recognised that Jesus’ ministry offered a useful example of ministry and a way 

of understanding rejection: 

 

“Going back to the teachings of Jesus of things are really helpful, to help us get away 

from that sort of introverted, internalised sort of thing, that all institutions end up 

doing, given half a chance. We need to get back to some of that, and allow, and 

liberate, our clergy to be leaders and shepherds, as opposed to just running the 

show. So, we don’t want corporate managers. There are other people that can be 

managers, who will do a better job - and we need to allow them to do that. We need 

the clergy to do something rather different, and I think at the moment we’re still 

trying to work out what that is. But it’s certainly got more to do with mission and 

evangelism. It’s certainly got much more to do with getting out there and showing 

that the Christian faith makes a difference; and it’s also got something to do with 

encouraging and enabling others - so encouraging and enabling lay people to be the 

people that they are Called to be - and not just to sort of say well, ‘I’m helping the 

vicar out’. I think that’s a big step” (DDO4). 

 

“Because my own experiences of growth have come through brokenness… and 

brokenness that leads to resurrection” (DDO8). 

 

4.4.9 Subordinate theme: God in the shit with them 

In terms of theologically understanding rejection, and responding pastorally to those who have 

been rejected in the selection process, DDO6 stated: 

 

“For me it is sitting in the ‘shit’ a bit with them. I’m not a trained anything, but I think 

I know enough about mess, not to be afraid of it… and to not come out with anything 
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very quick, very soon, really. I talk about where God is in it. I suppose my way of 

talking about where God might be in things, is to sort of be a bit like God in things. I 

mean just to sort of sit with them with it all, and say actually, ‘I don’t think this has 

been a mistake’. I don’t think that we have been exploring in the wrong places. I 

think that all of what has happened has been valid. For some reason, and we’re not 

quite sure just in this meeting, why it is or how it is – the answer to this particular 

question at this particular time by the Church of England seems to be a ‘no’; and try 

to place it in some sort of context which isn’t offering great promises. It’s not offering 

instant consolation – it’s certainly not sending them out into nether darkness like – 

that’s it! Goodbye. But, it’s sort of holding something - because that’s the sort of God 

that I understand“ (DDO6). 

 

4.4.10 Subordinate theme: Corporate Callings in the Bible 

DDO8 stressed the corporate nature of some Callings in the Bible, in which people often get hurt: 

 

“The Old Testament is not about individual Callings. It’s about the Calling of a nation 

that wrestles with God, which is why we find the Old Testament so problematic. Yes, 

there are individuals who are Called within it, but often they’re representative of 

Israel… Jacob himself becoming Israel. So, I think it is corporate, and I think the Pauline 

literature, particularly the Corinthians literature… I think we do focus on that and… my 

reading of the New Testament is that it is not a finished article… and that it is about its 

own struggle between Judaism and a Gentile gospel –  between people who see Jesus 

as divine… and the whole thing that sort of comes into the early Church’s discussions 

about Christology. Whether I could convince other people about the corporate nature 

of God’s Call, I don’t know… Within the corporate Call of Israel, individuals get hurt. 

Part of the pull of the Old and New Testaments is those human stories – and the 

things that seem unfair or unjust; and the unlikely heroes who are right” (DDO8). 
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4.5 Superordinate theme: Pastoral care 

The pastoral care offered to non-recommended candidates consisted of face-to-face 

meetings, further discernment of what God might be Calling the person to, and in some 

cases the offer of counselling. 

 

4.5.1 Subordinate theme: Face-to-face 

Several of the DDOs stressed the importance of pastorally giving the feedback from the BAP 

in a face-to-face meeting: 

 

“We wouldn’t just say, ‘go away and don’t come back’. I will tell him face-to-face 

what had been thought about it… and discuss with him what God might be 

Calling him to do… and what he could do to follow another path maybe. I can 

start immediately working with them on what they’re going to do instead. I mean 

they’ve got to be able to tell their friends, ‘well I’m not doing that but I’m 

thinking of doing that’” (DDO1). 

 

“Before people go to BAP, I book a debrief meeting with them. So, life changes, 

and I say to them, ‘look, just have the weekend to absorb the emotional impact’, 

be it a recommendation or a non-recommendation. ‘Whatever it is, your life is 

different from now on, and you need to go out and drink some beer to access 

probably one way or the other’. I tend then to see them, probably on the 

Monday or Tuesday, and give them a copy of their report, go and get some tea 

and let them just read through it, and debrief it with them. I’ll have a brief 

debrief on the phone with them, but on the Thursday, they tend not to be 

making much sense at that point. So, then we have a proper debrief on a 

Monday” (DDO3). 

 

“I would say, ‘look, these are my concerns’. I’m quite clear what the concerns are, and 

then I say, ‘I don’t think you can continue in this process because of these concerns’ 

(DDO4). 
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“Our practice now is to not let people leave until I have the date in the diary when I’m 

going to give them the feedback. Because people are waiting on the response, and 

that makes quite a lot of difference to the impact of it. Because I would ring her up 

and say, ‘no sorry’, and then she was brooding on why. It was not ideal (DDO5). 

 

“Always face-to-face” (DDO6). 

 

4.5.2 Subordinate theme: In writing 

DDO2 and DDO4 felt that it was important throughout the process to put feedback in 

writing: 

 

“I will try and write it down for them as well, because I know they don’t 

necessarily hear immediately - but it will be in relation to the criteria. It’s not just 

going to be, ‘Oh, I have a gut feeling’” (DDO2). 

 

“The next day, follow it up with a letter or an email or something, so that you’ve 

got… now I would write the letter first, so that you’ve clarified in your mind what 

you’re going to say; then you say it to them, then you send it to them and they 

get it two or three days later - usually with a copy to the Bishop, just to make 

sure that we’re in this together. We would give them a letter so that they can’t 

pretend they don’t know. They might not agree with it. I’d say in a letter, ‘it’s 

been great to work with you. Thank you for having shared whatever. I’m really 

impressed by your ministry under so and so.’ So, you start with a very positive 

paragraph, and then it’s a ‘however’” In that, you’re clear what it is, and then 

you talk about the particular criteria and how it relates to it. So, you’re very clear 

which criteria they don’t meet, and you’re very clear what it is they haven’t 

done” (DDO4). 

 

Some DDOs were critical about the formulaic language of the written reports from BAP: 

 

“For non-recommendations, that can be quite painful. One of its weaknesses is 

that the reports tend to be quite formulaic - from quality assurance you’ve got to 
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have all of these kind of buzz words in them. Even as an advisor writing them, I’m 

just aware you need to make sure you’ve mentioned all the evidence sources, all 

that kind of stuff. So, the reports can be quite formulaic. That said, non-

recommended candidates who I’ve debriefed, can normally recognise their 

experience in the reports, and will say, ‘OK, I can see that’. Occasionally, you will 

have a candidate who will say, ‘I don’t recognise this at all. This is nonsense. 

Where did this come from?’” (DDO3). 

 

4.5.3 Subordinate theme: Bishop’s role in breaking the news 

Some Bishops were good at breaking bad news, and others weren’t: 

 

“The Bishop will tell them, either on the phone, or, if they’ve not been 

recommended, he’ll probably ask me to tell them in person. That’s what you’ve 

got people like me for. Why should Bishops do the nasty work? That’s what they 

think” (DDO1). 

 

“The process in this diocese is the Bishop will phone them, and he will do so 

within a couple of hours - he’s really good. He’ll give them their news. He then 

usually texts me to say he’s phoned them” (DDO3). 

  

4.5.4 Subordinate theme: Further discernment 

The nature of further discernment depended on where in the process that non-

recommendation occurred. If it happened before the BAP, then some DDOs attempted to 

help the applicant discern another vocation: 

 

“We have courses on pastoral work; then there’s the Church Army who will train 

evangelists. So, we look for other opportunities that he can express his vocation 

in. It’s so the Church can gain as well from them finding what their vocation is 

and following it” (DDO1). 

 

“If necessary, we might signpost them back to another Vocations’ Advisor to do a 

bit more work on that; or maybe become a Reader or something. That’s not true 
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for everyone, but there is a way back into the process if there is still a form of 

public ministry that’s been Called” (DDO2). 

 

“We try and offer them – so one of the people who wasn’t recommended… the 

one who’s kind of going back again… did a Grow Leaders course here. So, we 

said, ‘okay, that door’s closed for the time being. How about doing this one? You 

can always explore what your next options are.’ Hopefully, there’s something 

active, and it becomes kind of bespoke from then on” (DDO3). 

 

“We are all part of the body of Christ. We are trying very hard in this diocese to 

get away from a hierarchical model. The Church of England’s very much had a 

hierarchical model of, ‘if you’re very good you can be stipendiary Clergy’. If 

you’re less good you’re self-supporting. If you’re pretty rubbish you become a 

Deacon and if you’re hopeless you become a Reader, and if you’re just beyond 

the pale you stay as a lay person. Now we want to get way beyond that. I had a 

meeting with someone last week who – she started off by telling me how – that 

she was a competent capable person with degree etc. and then said she wanted 

the top job. So, she wanted to be ordained. When I said to her what was it that 

excited her about the idea of being ordained, she talked about preaching and 

teaching. Now the role of the preacher and teacher is the Reader. So, I said to 

her, “what about Reader ministry?” And she was unsure about that, because she 

didn’t want second best. She didn’t want to feel that she was being put down 

and given a second-best job. So - it’s just an example of how we are very hung up 

with this very unhelpful idea of hierarchy, and if we can get away from that and 

we can get to the point of saying, ‘you do what excites you, what makes you tick’ 

- and we all do our bit within the body of Christ - we’re in a very different place. 

We had a lady who went last week (to a BAP), who got the result last week, and 

she’s been recommended as a distinctive Deacon and there were a few people 

who had spoken to her and said, ‘oh well, you know, you could do far better than 

that.’ She’s a very competent, very able person. But we discerned that her gifts 

were best suited to the distinctive Deacon. That’s what she wants to do. She 

believes her ministry is one of service, particularly to those of the poor and the 
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marginalised, in the community. Now that’s different from saying, ‘I want to be a 

leader of the Church, as a Priest’. And yet some people felt very threatened by it. 

It was interesting this lady that has been recommended as a Deacon… someone 

went up to her and said, ‘you are undermining what Priesthood is about’, by her 

wanting to be ordained as a Deacon… which I find utterly staggering. I had a 

conversation about it with the Bishop who was seriously unhappy that people 

were going around saying that sort of thing. He’s a big fan of diaconal ministry as 

in the distinctive diaconal” (DDO4). 

 

“There’s not an alternative, no. That’s something we’re actually fighting against 

because I think there has been a tradition in the Church where people who 

perhaps were not suitable for Priestly ministry, or who the Church thought were 

not suitable, but the candidate did, have been offered things like, ‘oh, why don’t 

you be a Reader?’ We think Reader ministry is a very noble lay ministry - 

explicitly lay ministry, and we think people should be Readers if they believe God 

is Calling them to be a Reader… A failed Priest. There are too many of those 

Readers around, and it’s very difficult and damaging, and denigrates the office as 

well. So, we don’t deal in consolation prizes and we try to be very careful about 

that. Easier said than done, but we do try. We just wouldn’t say, ‘oh we don’t 

think you’re suitable to be a Priest, how about being a Reader’. We might say, 

‘I’m just not seeing this in terms of Priestly vocation. Everything you’re telling 

me… you don’t seem to be able to articulate something that is distinctively 

ordained’. That’s something we look for.  ‘However, you are articulate, well 

educated, you have a lot to say about sharing your faith. You have a passion for 

preaching. You’ve said that something you’re attracted to might be funeral 

ministry. Well, this sounds to me like maybe your vocation is to be a lay person, 

and your gifts would suggest that Reader ministry might be what God’s Calling 

you to’. So, we might say that. But we wouldn’t say, ‘mm you’re not going to 

make it as a Priest, so why don’t you just be a reader?’; and that has happened 

before” (DDO7). 
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“It is a personal rejection, and the reasons are sometimes highly personal. So, we 

are journeying as disciples. Going through the selection process is part of that, 

and part of becoming who God is Calling us to be. It’s right to test that, but for 

some people the answer will be ‘no - you’re to serve God in some other way’” 

(DDO8). 

 

If non-recommendation was the outcome of having undergone the BAP process: 

 

“…it depends on what the report says. If it’s a ‘not just yet’, then I will meet with 

them straight away after the report’s come through, and again in a couple of 

months after that… and then again usually, and then we’ll sort of say, ‘Oh okay. 

Is the vocation still going on? Is this worth…’ We’ll do some more work. What can 

we do to address these issues and we’ll send you back” (DDO2). 

 

4.5.5  Subordinate theme: Parish Priest 

It was clear from the data that most of the pastoral care, offered after non-

recommendation, was done by the Parish Priest. However, some concern was expressed 

about the adequacy of their training for undertaking that task: 

 

“… would be asking probably his vicar of where he goes to Church to keep a 

pastoral eye on him and ask him how he’s getting on all the time” (DDO1). 

 

“I will always have a conversation with their incumbent, or chaplain, and talk 

through why I’m drawing it to a close, because I think the pastoral work has to be 

done, but not by me. I have a particular relationship with the candidate. I’m the 

sort of decision-maker, and I can’t switch into pastoral mode because that 

muddies the waters, and that’s something I’ve found hard, because that’s my 

instinctive mode of being” (DDO2). 

 

“So, there’s the hour and a bit debrief with me, and if it needs to be, I will 

contact their vicar and who will already know what’s happened, just to say, “look 

we need to keep in touch about this” (DDO3). 
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“…through the Parish Priest. So, that will be the immediate support. I would 

probably ring the parish Priest the afternoon before I saw them sort of thing. I’m 

sure they’re not adequately trained for it, but at least they’re there, and it’s 

someone local” (DDO4). 

 

“I have had this issue with incumbents, who sometimes want the kind of inside 

track. And I have to say to them is that ‘actually, no, you have to be on the 

candidate’s side, and that means you have to hear from them and you have to 

sympathise with them. And you may feel shut out, as it were, from the process, a 

little bit by that, but that makes you a better pastor to them to go back to with 

their pain and frustration’” (DDO5). 

 

“Not all Parish Priests have adequate training for holding this kind of thing, no. I 

don’t know what adequate training would be. I mean, parish clergy ought to be 

accustomed to supporting people in spiritual crisis, but alas, not always, and in 

dioceses like this, there are some very competent parish clergy. Alas, the one 

person who wasn’t recommended at BAP since I’ve been at post, actually 

worships in a benefice that is now in vacancy. Fortunately, it did have a retired 

Priest who’s had a lot of time and carried on supporting him, but actually there’s 

no incumbent there to be the immediate person to go back to. The incumbent 

who supported him and pushed him forwards has moved” (DDO5). 

 

“Some of my colleagues disagree strongly with me about this, but I believe 

pastoral care belongs to the incumbent or chaplain - responsibility for it. If I’ve 

just told someone they’re not suitable, they don’t want me to provide pastoral 

care for them” (DDO7). 

 

It was recognised that the Parish Priest has a difficult role in these circumstances, in being 

both supportive of the applicant, and also in being obedient to the diocesan process. This 

sometimes left them (and the DDOs) in a difficult situation: 
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“Sometimes I get challenged by a Parish Priest as to why somebody hasn’t been 

accepted. I kind of face them down really. There can be some tense exchanges of 

emails. Fortunately, I do have the Bishop’s absolute support. I’d also say that the 

most difficult incumbent I had to deal with was one who had been a BAP advisor 

and who did resign, as such, because he felt that by our not sponsoring his 

candidate from his parishes, we were questioning his judgement, and therefore, 

if his judgement was that bad, he couldn’t continue as an advisor” (DDO5). 

 

“There’s pastoral support in the parish - critical pastoral support - so they’re not 

going to – I mean this is the thing, isn’t it? Sometimes, one is dealing, not just 

with a candidate, but with a Parish Priest, and a whole raft of congregation 

behind, who are all supportive and think this person is wonderful. And I’m the 

baddy who said ‘no’” (DDO6). 

 

4.5.6 Subordinate theme: Counselling 

Some dioceses offered counselling to non-recommended applicants, and others didn’t: 

 

“They’re offered six sessions in the diocesan counselling service should they 

want it. Either immediately - or my experience is people tend to not want it 

immediately but actually will quite often phone up three months later and say, 

‘do you know what, I’d quite like to take that offer now’. I try and stay in contact 

with them as is appropriate - sometimes just by email” (DDO3). 

 

“I have wondered whether we ought to offer counselling, but we haven’t got to 

that point yet. I think I would be in favour of at least making the offer to people” 

(DDO2). 

 

“We are looking, and I think probably will start doing this as part of the 

discernment process of referring people for psychological assessment, which 

may also… if that picks up particular issues… may need to kick in the offering of 

some counselling - not as a way of dealing with a ‘no’, but just as a way of saying, 
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‘there are some issues here that need dealing with before we can proceed’. It 

isn’t currently part of the process, not with a trained psychotherapist” (DDO2). 

 

“We’ve got a process in the diocese, that if either during our discernment 

process, or after a BAP, someone is hurt, we’ve got a particular person who they 

can go and see, who is a trained counsellor, who understands the process and 

will see them quickly, and I’ve got a lot of confidence that she’ll know what it’s 

about. She’ll get to the crux of it quite quickly. She’s someone specific they can 

go and talk to because we will just say, ‘this is the person, feel free to contact 

them’. I would let the lady know as well that this person’s in the pipeline. In my 

last diocese we used to offer people counselling. Before, everyone who went to a 

BAP saw a counsellor for a ‘hello - get to you know you’ type session. That, we 

paid thirty quid for, or something, and then if the answer was ‘no’, they knew the 

person, so they could go straight back to her. There’s not the money to do that 

here, but, at least we are able to say, ‘well there’s someone you can go and see.’ 

And it may well be the Bishop has been quite clear that the diocesan counselling 

scheme does cover those in this process. So, if this lady met with them for a 

while and then wanted to pass them on for another however many sessions, to 

someone else, they could do that. We haven’t actually had any discussion in any 

detail about if someone comes, how many times should she see them and all 

that, because we haven’t come across that - but we will” (DDO4). 

 

“For BAP, we send everybody the offer of one meeting with someone who is a 

trained counsellor of the diocese, really on the basis that having met that person, 

and had a kind of pre-BAP assessment, you know - where are you? How do you 

feel? What difference might it make to you? Depending on the result, they can 

then be offered to go back to them for up to ten sessions afterwards, if they 

want them. The pre-one has been taken up by quite a lot of people. The post 

hasn’t, in my time, but I know it has in the past. In some ways, one of the best 

ways of preventing a traumatic response is by lowering expectations. I do feel 

one of the dangers we do have as a Church, is that we build people up with 

promises, and then we knock them straight down. Whereas, if we start more 
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cautiously as to, ‘maybe, we’ll see how this goes’, then people are more ready 

for it – not what they feel they have always been dreaming of, and so on” 

(DDO5). 

 

“We do psychological assessment during the discernment process. ‘Cos not every 

diocese does that. So, we’ve done that for three years now, and really proud of it 

and really pleased with it, ‘cos it’s just been really useful for everybody – most 

especially the candidates – if they have ears to hear, and want to hear, what the 

stuff that comes out. So, they get a copy of the report, and we can do some work 

on that. And we’re doing the assessment now earlier in their discernment 

process, so there’s time to do some work” (DDO6). 

 

“No, we don’t (offer counselling) because to offer would mean we’d have to pay. 

It’s all about money, I’m afraid. I have several times said to candidates that I 

think they would really benefit from psychotherapy. I’m not shy about suggesting 

it to people” (DDO7). 

 

“We do have a diocesan counselling service, but it’s for Clergy, and by definition if 

you’ve been not been recommended… I think we may need to look at that but that 

might be beyond my paygrade. It’s a no brainer that whoever people are, who’ve 

come and explored ordination and gone through the best part of the year at least with 

me or one of my colleagues – gone through all that, gone to the selection conference, 

we owe them at least to give them a proper hearing if they’re not recommended, and 

help them to see why and what might happen next” (DDO8). 

 

 

4.5.7 Subordinate theme: Spiritual Direction 

Some dioceses offered Spiritual Direction as part of the selection process and as a form of 

care in the process: 
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“We always encourage people to have spiritual directors as part of the process. 

So, I encourage them to do that. It’s usually not something you have to pay for” 

(DDO2). 

 

4.5.8 Subordinate theme: Fallout 

All of the DDOs recognised the personal cost of the fallout from non-recommendation: 

 

“So, she saw her about once every two or three weeks, for a year and a half… 

and it took that long for her to stop being angry. She was so angry, she wouldn’t 

accept that there was a God, never mind whether God had other plans for her…. 

Completely and totally angry…” (DDO1). 

 

“I encourage them to feel free to grieve and be angry and cross, and whatever 

else they need to. I think a ‘no’ is devastating to people, and the further on they 

get in the process the harder it is - which is why I think it’s kinder to stop it 

sooner… if that’s clear where it’s going. I’ve certainly seen this in a couple of 

cases, where people are likely to blame the Church. Whether that’s fair or not, is 

an interesting question… and that can either lead to them saying the Church 

ought to have done more, or it can lead to them wanting nothing to do with 

anything the Church might offer. So, a lot of it, I think, would have to be done on 

a case by case basis. Ultimately, you put yourself in a really vulnerable position to 

offer for ordination. And I’m constantly humbled by the courage people show… 

but it is devastating if the answer’s ‘no’” (DDO2). 

 

“All I’d do at that point is just let them express their frustration really. I mean as 

far as I’m concerned, you can’t challenge the report” (DDO3). 

 

“The other thing that can happen is that the candidate comes to terms with it, 

and even the vicar comes to terms with it. And then when it gets known in the 

parish, all hell breaks loose, and it all gets… that can sometimes be the worst bit, 

and then they all get very angry about it. Which, of course, upsets the candidate 

and everyone else as well. With the candidate you can be as honest as possible - 
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and probably with the vicar; but with members of the congregation you can’t. 

You can’t say, ‘well this is the reason…’ You know they’ve got a conviction for…, 

and therefore it was unsafe for us to do it… but you can’t say that. They’re the 

more difficult ones really” (DDO4). 

 

“But as the process goes along, we should have a sense of what they bring, 

because that’s part of the in-depth work we do. I would hope we will have an 

inclination of how they might respond, or we shouldn’t be in a position to make 

the decision. I mean someone has to be flagrantly unsuitable, really, for them to 

get a ‘no’ at the very early stage – but, of course, the other side of that is the 

longer you’ve been in the process, the harder it is to hear. So, if you get a ‘no’ at 

a BAP, they come back and say, ‘well, why did you put me in for a BAP? – which 

is a very reasonable question” (DDO7). 

 

“The only person I’ve had to deal with was when I was curate. That was 

absolutely crushing. I still see the person concerned - absolutely crushing for him, 

and I think the system failed him. What were they doing sending somebody 

three times to have that same kind of experience? But there we are…” (DDO8). 

 

“In the correspondence that’s been in the Church Times recently, I sense a lot of 

bitterness and hurt - and I get that… and I think what happens with people is 

they’re not recommended, and that people will tell them ‘well, the Church is 

ridiculous… made a huge mistake’. That resentment builds up, when what we 

need to be doing is finding ways of helping people to see what’s really gone on” 

(DDO8). 

 

. 

4.5.9 Subordinate theme: Toll 

All of the DDOs paid a personal price in the role - because they care: 

 

“I pray a lot… I end up caring very much about the candidates, and you want 

what’s best for them - and you want what’s best for the Church. Sometimes the 
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hard bits are when what they think is best for them, and what you think is best 

for the Church, don’t align. But I try and keep those things uppermost really… 

that I’m not just about fulfilling what this person wants… and there is an element 

of shattering sort of hopes and dreams I suppose… sometimes, definitely… and 

yet there’s also the wonderful sense of nurturing and helping to develop people 

as they grow into who God’s Calling them to be, which is the great side of the 

job” (DDO2). 

 

“There is an ambivalence about the whole DDO role. We are both encouragers of 

people’s vocations, but also, we’re the gatekeepers. That tends to be before they 

get to BAP. After BAP, we supply the tissues and that kind of stuff…” (DDO3). 

 

“The one that I felt, still feel quite angry about, and the other two as well I think, 

you know I’ve been working with these people, once a month, for a minimum of 

twelve months - frequently more than that - eighteen months. Actually, I know 

these people quite well. I know their contexts. I write fairly comprehensive 

sponsoring papers, but not everything can get in there. So, there’s stuff I know, 

that they don’t know. I genuinely think they ought to be ordained. They wouldn’t 

be going to BAP if I didn’t. So, I mean at every time I think, how did we get this so 

wrong?” (DDO3). 

 

“I kind of steel myself for a bit, because actually it is important to not select 

people who are not going to truly flourish in ordained ministry - and not least for 

their own sakes. I am privy to those kind of agonised conversations about what 

we do with so and so. I think, actually, this is where they might end up if they 

went forwards unwisely” (DDO5). 

 

“Not easy, hate it, loathe it, we all do - breaking bad news” (DDO6). 

 

“No matter how clear it seems - and I think when the day comes when I don’t 

care about saying ‘no’ to someone, then I should probably get another job. It’s a 

tough process to go through from both sides. I really believe in treating 
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candidates well. We really try to look after candidates. So, it does pain me when 

people come and complain and say they’ve been treated really, really badly. I do 

find that difficult. But I do try and listen” (DDO7). 

 

4.5.10 Subordinate theme: Treading mindfully 

DDOs felt that they exercised great care and concern for those who were not recommended: 

 

“I mean I do a lot of thinking about that because I’m conscious it’s a huge… it’s 

a really hard thing to hear… and to say. So, I try to be truthful but kind. I don’t 

think anyone’s served by dodging hard issues” (DDO2). 

 

“I’ve been at pains to make sure they are properly supported because of the 

whole history of how badly people have been supported in the past. I’ve also 

become a little bit aware, as part of that, that it’s possible to make a trauma 

out of something that actually isn’t traumatic. So, I mean I’ll phone an 

incumbent, and I’ll say you know, ‘how’s so and so getting on?’ and they’ll say, 

‘do you know what? I think they’re fine’. I don’t want to pathologize people 

who’ve actually got over it and they’re moving on” (DDO3). 

 

“When we get slated for anything, it’s usually, ‘oh you’ve just dumped them’, 

and I say, ‘no we haven’t.’ We always offer the non-recommended candidates 

to be put in touch with our team of Vocations Advisors for those who’ve come 

away from the process. Some people are so hurt that they don’t want anything 

more to do with the vocation’s process, so they say ‘no’. And then we get 

accused of dumping them” (DDO7). 

 

4.5.11 Subordinate theme: Psychological perspectives 

Making sense of vocation from a psychological perspective was described as: 

 

“I suspect vocation is pretty akin to what Jung would describe as individuation. 

Becoming one’s true self. I think it’s something about being who we were 

created to be… I’m utterly convinced that people have a variety of vocations. I’m 



91 
 

not with, ‘God has one plan for me’. I think God gives us a whole basket full of 

gifts and skills, and says ‘take these out for a drive, and in whatever way you 

choose to go, I will bless you’” (DDO3). 

 

“If you have low self-esteem and you want people to respect you, and you have 

a fantasy that all Priests are respected - this might seem attractive if you’ve been 

told that you can’t achieve anything – if you feel your life has been a bit 

meaningless thus far; if you’re looking for a new focus; if you think that by doing 

this, you will somehow change your personality. We say to people, “if you don’t 

pray now, you’re not going to pray in theological college – and if you don’t pray 

in theological college you’re not going to pray when you’re ordained.” But I do 

think people sometimes think that the laying on of hands completely changes 

personality” (DDO7). 

 

“In terms of archetypes, there is the hero and the wise person. I think Priests are 

often seen like that, rightly or wrongly. I think there is a longing in us to fulfil or 

recognize these things. And if we think that means we are serving God as well, 

it’s not surprising that we come across such longings and strong feelings (DDO7). 

 

4.6 Summary 

This chapter has presented the data from the DDOs. Chapter 5 will similarly present the data 

from the non-recommended applicants. 
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Stage Two: Cultural/Contextual: 

 

Chapter 5: Findings: Phase Two. 

 

This Chapter contains the data that were gained from the nine non-recommended applicant (NRA) 

participants, who were not recommended for training for ordained ministry. The chapter will 

begin with a pen portrait of each participant, based on each participant’s phenomenological 

perspective of events, in order to contextualise their experiences. Other demographic information 

about the participants has been withheld to protect anonymity. The thick data will be presented 

under the superordinate and subordinate themes that emerged from the data analysis, which are 

contained within a minimal narrative (see introductory section to Chapter 4). 

 

5.1 Pen portrait of each participant 

 

NRA1 

NRA1 was turned down for ordained ministry 25 years ago. She was heavily involved 

in her Church and had a teaching career. She was encouraged to apply for ministry 

by her incumbent and was ‘fast-tracked’ to the BAP (or selection conference as it 

was then called). At the time of the BAP, she was emotionally and spiritually 

distracted by things that were going on in her Church, but she still attended the BAP. 

A consequence of all the emotional turmoil she was carrying was that she did not 

‘perform’ well and was given the feedback in her report that ‘you’re not suitable’.  

She was devastated and felt humiliated by those words. The congregation was upset 

about the decision, so much so that her incumbent asked her to leave the Church 

because he wasn’t well and couldn’t cope with the fallout. The experience has made 

her wary of Churches. No pastoral care was officially offered. She felt abandoned. 
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NRA2 

NRA2 was not recommended for ordained ministry about 12 years ago. Her journey 

to apply for ministry was a reluctant one, but the sense of God Calling her to 

ordained ministry would not go away, and others were encouraging her to apply – 

including her incumbent. She was heavily involved in Church work. As part of her 

discernment process, she had to work with a Vocations’ Advisor over two and a half 

years, who stated that he didn’t believe in women priests, stated that he had the 

power to let her through or not, and was confrontational throughout the process. 

Because of the way that she was treated, her incumbent made a complaint. 

However, the Bishop accused NRA2 of making the complaint. Attending a meeting 

with the Bishop, he referred to a report on her and stated that ‘you will never be 

acceptable, no matter what you do’, but she wasn’t allowed to read the report. She 

was shocked and devastated. Because of the way that NRA2 had been treated 

throughout the process, her supporting incumbent resigned from the Church in 

disgust. No pastoral care was officially offered. 

 

NRA3 

NRA3 was not accepted for ordained ministry 6 years ago. She was employed by the 

Church as a pastoral worker and had carried a sense of God Calling her for over 

twenty years. Her incumbent was supportive but then moved to another Church, 

and the new incumbent didn’t want her to pursue ordination, so she moved Church. 

That vicar wasn’t encouraging of women priests, so she sought another CofE Church. 

NRA3 has never got as far as the BAP, and she is working with a Spiritual Director 

who has encouraged her not to seek ordination, but to accept that that door is 

closed. NRA3 feels that her class, age and gender are against her, but her Call (deep 

longing) hasn’t gone away, and the Call is specifically within the Church of England. 

No official pastoral care has been offered to her. 
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NRA4 

NRA4 has applied three times to be considered for ordained ministry. The first time 

was 20 years ago, when she got as far as seeing the DDO. The second time was 15 

years ago when she got to see the Bishop, and the third time was 6 years ago when 

she got to the BAP conference. She has been a Reader in the CofE since 1996. She 

has been encouraged by many people to apply. On the first occasion, the Parish 

Council withheld their consent because the majority didn’t believe in women priests 

or were confused about what they were being asked to vote on. The second time, 

the DDO and the Bishop decided not to put her forward but refused to say why, and 

yet encouraged her to continue in her Readership ministry. On the third occasion, 

she was fast-tracked to the BAP, but the letter recommended that she continue with 

her Readership ministry. Her incumbent said that ‘you don’t fit the culture’. No one 

has had the courage to say what it is about her that they feel is unsuitable. Her Call 

hasn’t gone away, but now she is too old. She was offered pastoral care by the 

Assistant DDO and the Archdeacon. 

 

NRA5 

NRA5 began the official discernment process in 2009 and attended the BAP in 2014. 

She was involved in Chaplaincy work in a Mental Health context for many years and 

sought ordination to assist in the sacramental parts of her Chaplaincy. She never 

sought parish ministry but had to go through the selection process for parish 

ministry as there isn’t a route to ordained ministry in Chaplaincy work without first 

going through parish ministry. During the selection process, her confidentiality 

wasn’t respected which caused difficulties in trust between her, the DDO and the 

Bishop. Having a liberal faith, it was thought that she had to be trained in the ‘right’ 

theological language, and so she undertook a theology diploma at her own expense. 

During the BAP, the main selector was an evangelical. As she couldn’t say what she 

felt he wanted to hear, they didn’t ‘gel’. On receiving her BAP report, no one with 

whom she shared it recognised her, and she experienced it as cruel in the things it 

said about her. Her main support after BAP was her Parish Priest, but she was so 
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traumatised by the BAP experience that she was not allowed to go through it again 

by the Bishop. She was offered some funded sessions of personal therapy by the 

DDO. She has continued in her Chaplaincy work but has withdrawn from the CofE 

and is spiritually homeless. 

 

NRA6 

NRA6 first applied for ordained ministry 18 years ago. She was convinced of her 

Calling to ordained ministry since the age of twelve, and throughout her adult life 

was heavily involved in the Church, serving in various roles, and was involved in 

Chaplaincy work for a number of years. She was encouraged by many people to 

apply for ordained ministry. Even her incumbent, who was High-Church and against 

women priests, changed his theological stance in order to support her application. 

She was one week off the selection conference (BAP), when her health broke down 

and she was unable to attend. It took over a year for her to recover, and she then 

moved church and joined her local CofE church, because she was unable to travel to 

her previous Church for mobility reasons. However, it was very Evangelical and she 

identified as a High-Church Anglican. She was tolerated. When she applied again for 

ordination in 2001, her incumbent felt that he couldn’t support her as she wasn’t 

evangelical enough, and he was resistant in writing her letter of support. Although 

her sense of Calling has never left her, she has dropped out of formal Church life and 

is still trying to make sense of it all with sadness. 

 

NRA7 

NRA7 applied for ministry 23 years ago. He was very active in his local CofE and was 

encouraged by many people to apply for ordained ministry. He went through the 

discernment process which lasted over two years, and went through the BAP. The 

BAP report stated that he was a colourless character and would be better off serving 

in a charity shop. He experienced those comments as unkind and depersonalising. 

People in his congregation were surprised and his local Priest was supportive, but he 

wasn’t offered any pastoral support other than from his Priest. He has left the 

Church but not his faith. 
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NRA8 

NRA8 applied for ordained ministry 8 years ago. NRA8 was very involved in her 

Church, and in Chaplaincy work, and sought a self-supporting, part-time ministry of 

preaching as an iterant preacher, rather than one that is responsible for a parish 

Church, as her husband is an Anglican Priest. She got as far as the BAP but was 

unsure how supportive her Parish Priest was. He had said to her that ‘a lot of middle 

aged women, like you, enter this process’ - almost as if it was like a kind of spare 

time activity. She was deeply insulted and hurt by that. Her DDO also stated that she 

hadn’t had a failure yet. In the BAP, she felt she was too honest about her view of 

the Church (describing the CofE as ‘toxic’ and she challenged ‘Alpha’), which she felt 

went against her. The result of her BAP was delivered by the Bishop over the 

telephone which felt very bruising and shaming. She wept for a year. She was 

offered counselling by the diocese. She wouldn’t touch the selection process again 

with a barge pole. 

 

NRA9 

NRA applied for selection when she was 60 years old, eight years ago. She went 

through the selection procedures with encouragement most of the way, but then 

she had to declare her previous marriage (and that of her husband). She was turned 

down by the Archbishop of XXXX on the grounds of Canon C4. She was devastated 

but continues to hold some hope in being ordained once the Archbishop retires, as 

she has support from her Diocesan Bishop and DDO. She is a Reader in the CofE but 

feels called to exercise a sacramental ministry of her own – rather than by extension. 

She never attended the BAP. 
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5.2  Superordinate and subordinate themes 

Table 2 gives an overview of the superordinate and subordinate themes that emerged from the 

Stage 2 data analysis: 

 

Table 2. Themes from the NRAs’ data 

Superordinate 
themes 

5.3 Pursuing 
ordination 

5.4  BAP 
experience 

5.5 Pastoral 
care 

5.6  Making 
sense 

Subordinate 
themes 

5.3.1 
Felt-sense of 
vocation 

5.4.1 
Readiness to 
attend 

5.5.1 
Offered by the 
incumbent 

5.6.1 
Seeing God in 
it 

5.3.2 
Speaking with 
the incumbent 

5.4.2 
Playing the 
game 

5.5.5 
Offered by the 
DDO 

5.6.2 
Fulfilling my 
vocation now 

5.3.3 
Encouraged by 
others 
 

5.4.3 
Misuse of 
power during 
BAP 

5.5.3 
Offered by the 
congregation 

5.6.3 
Theological 

5.3.4 
Experience 
pre-BAP 

5.4.4 
The aftermath 

5.5.4 
Offered by 
others 

5.6.4 
Beyond 
understanding 

5.3.5 
Misuse of 
power pre-BAP 
 

5.4.5 
The impact of 
the report 

5.5.5 
Exploring other 
vocations  

5.6.5 
Psychological 

5.4.6 
Going through it 
again 

5.5.6 
It still hurts 

5.4.7 
Bettering the 
process 

 

  

5.3  Superordinate Theme: Pursing ordination 

5.3.1  Subordinate Theme: Felt-sense of vocation 

A sense of ‘felt-calling’ (described as ‘a pull’; a ‘deep yearning’; a ‘deep longing’; a ‘deep kinship’) 

was experienced by all participants over a long period of time before often reluctantly pursuing 

the selection process (except for NRA7. It was others who saw his Calling more than he was able 

to); e.g. NRA1 and NRA9 stated that for much of their adult lives, they were aware of having a 

strong sense of vocation. NRA1 initially pursued it in teaching for twenty years, and NRA9 pursued 

it in medicine. 
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“So, I’d already had that experience, when I started to have the same sense towards 

ordained ministry. I rather put the two in the same box because there was a sort of 

familiarity about it… I didn’t do anything about it (i.e. about pursuing ordination) for a 

very long time” (NRA1). 

 

“… it was the worst possible time for me to be getting this pull - this very strong pull. 

In retrospect, I see that it was probably God and that I had to trust that plan. But at 

the time, I was thinking, ‘could you please go away?’ So, I was ignoring it… Those 

words just kept coming, ‘train for the ministry’. And I thought, are you mad? Initially, I 

thought it was coming from me, and I spoke with my Priest at the time… But it 

wouldn’t go away. I had to go with it. I had to explore it. I didn’t want to ignore it, and 

I was ignoring it… He was saying, ‘well, why do you want to be a Priest?’ I said, ‘I didn’t 

want to be a Priest. God wanted me to be a priest. I’m trying to listen” (NRA2). 

 

“Some twenty years ago actually, I felt a sort of a deeper longing to serve the Lord in 

that way - to be in ordained local ministry” (NRA3). 

 

“I started doing my Reader duties. I had a sense that there was something else that I 

was being drawn to; but I thought to myself I haven’t been a Reader very long. I’ll just 

go along with that, see what happens. That sense might just go away... I just felt this 

really deep yearning… Then I started getting it again… this started coming back again, 

and I said, “no Lord. I do not want this, take it away, I don’t want it. I’ve been turned 

down twice” (NRA4). 

 

“It was simply a yearning inside me. A deep, deep yearning, that I could not fulfil truly 

what was needed by the people with whom I was already working. I didn’t want to 

wear a clerical collar when I was, or after I was, ordained. And neither did I particularly 

want to have ‘Reverend’ on the badge. I did believe that having the affirmation of the 

Church was very meaningful” (NRA5). 
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“I’ve walked with the Lord from when I was very young, and I felt a tangible 

experience of the Lord being with me… I had this ‘thing’ in the background that 

wouldn’t go away. It was just a feeling - a feeling that I’ve got this call to ordained 

ministry. What do I do about it? It was just a feeling of, ‘I know I should be in the 

Church’. I know that I should be leading in some form…” (NRA6). 

 

“I suppose I wasn’t desperately keen in some senses. So, I prayed about it quite a lot. 

Then someone that we knew would just bring this up and a week later… someone that 

we knew quite well did mention it. So, then I started a ball rolling” (NRA7). 

 

“I just felt a real deep kinship, and a real joy in my faith. I was kind of bursting to share 

it” (NRA8). 

 

 

5.3.2  Subordinate Theme: Speaking with the incumbent 

The initial exploration with Parish Priests (or incumbents) was varied. Some were very supportive; 

others were reluctant to offer their support because of opposition to the participant’s 

churchmanship and/or gender. NRA3 was impacted negatively by a change of Priest during her 

discernment process. NRA8 was uncertain about whether her Priest was supportive or not, as her 

reference was withheld. 

NRA1 had mixed responses from two incumbents. Initially, she had ‘hesitant conversations’, 

and ‘he didn’t pick me up on it’ (NRA1). After a change of incumbents, NRA1 raised it again, and “it 

sort of came up again, and I did raise it, and it was sort of pounced on by the then incumbent who 

sort of fast-tracked me really” (NRA1). 

 

“I spoke with my Priest at the time. I said, ‘this is just bonkers’. And she said, ‘I’ve been 

waiting for you to come’. And I thought, ‘oh, that’s very odd’. So, I continued to ignore 

it; but when my Priest said that, I thought, ‘well, I can’t really ignore this. I really ought 

to explore it” (NRA2). 
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“I went along and saw the Priest at that time who said it would be good to go forward 

for some kind of selection… And then there was a change in Priest. He didn’t want to 

encourage that really, so he put a stop to it. He wouldn’t be changed. So, I then felt I 

was in a Church where I wasn’t able to exercise what I felt the Lord was leading me to 

do, which was really to serve him in the community. At that point, we moved Church… 

We tried that Church for eighteen months… and he didn’t really want anyone to 

pursue ordination either. A middle- class man is more likely to be accepted for 

ordination than a white, working class woman” (NRA3). 

 

“There was one Sunday where we just had a new Rector, and I was sat listening to his 

sermon, and he was talking about Callings and things like that. I just felt this really 

deep yearning. This is what I’ve got. So, I went and saw him later, and we talked 

about it, and I thought he was just going to talk to me. But the next thing he’d done 

was he’d actually recommended me to go and see the DDO” (NRA4). 

 

“It was a clear. The Lord said, ‘I want you to follow the pathway to ministry.’ Father 

XXXX felt the same. He said, ‘I need to talk to you. I feel that you’ve got a really 

strong sense of Calling. So, that was kind of affirmation… Father XXXX was actually 

very against women in ministry, but he said that the strength of my Calling was such 

that he had changed his ways. He’d reconsidered his theology, and he was working 

through that as he was putting me forward. It was incredible really. It was an 

incredible journey” (NRA6). 

 

“I said I need to pursue this again, because the Call isn’t going away. My Priest was 

very reluctant to support me. He said, ‘if you were an Evangelical, I would be more 

than happy’. I said, ‘well, what do I do with this Calling?’ He said, ‘oh yes, I can see 

you’ve got one, but to be honest, I can’t fully endorse you going forward because I 

want to put forward the Evangelicals’. My DDO, from old, had moved on by this time 

and I said that can I at least be referred to the DDO so we can have a chat about this? 

And he said, ‘yes that’s fine. I’ll do that’. Then, I heard nothing. Eventually a year went 

by, and I said, ‘I haven’t heard anything. What’s going on?’ And he said, ‘well, I’m still 
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toying with the idea’… And I said, ‘why didn’t you tell me?’ He said, ‘well, you’re just 

not an Evangelical – I can’t… it doesn’t sit with me’. It was in the summer of that year 

that I left the Church feeling very disillusioned” (NRA6). 

 

“I was not absolutely sure how supportive my vicar was in the end, because he 

wouldn’t show me his reference. He said he would, but he didn’t. So, I never knew 

what it was he thought. And he didn’t really tell me except he said, ‘oh, you’ll get 

through’...” (NRA8). 

 

 

5.3.3  Subordinate Theme: Encouraged by others 

The Call of all participants was noticed and encouraged by others, thus affirming their decision to 

pursue selection. 

 

“When I wrote to XXXX (a trusted friend), I said, ‘I do feel a bit bonkers and I’m not 

really sure what to do about this.’ And he wrote back saying, ‘I’ve been waiting for 

this.’ He was the second person who’s saying, ‘I’ve been waiting for this…’ (NRA2). 

 

“I had various people saying to me, ‘have you thought of applying for ordination?’ I’d 

been working in quite a number of Churches. I was based in one, but I was also going 

out and taking services in other Churches in the area. Various people in the different 

places were saying to me, ‘have you thought about applying for ordination?’ I started 

off by saying, ‘No. I don’t think that’s… I’m not sure’. Anyhow, I prayed about it quite a 

lot…” (NRA4). 

 

“After about the first year [in Chaplaincy], my clergy colleagues all affirmed that they 

felt very strongly that I had a Calling to ministry - but specifically to Chaplaincy” 

(NRA5). 

 

“I think it was being encouraged to do things. I met my wife in Church. I’d been 

involved in leading some groups, being involved in some of the prayer healing and all 



102 
 

that sort of thing, and being encouraged by the people, and seeing that as the way to 

go, really. I felt it was quite a big role to take on but felt that I needed to be prayerful 

about it and was encouraged by other people” (NRA7). 

 

 

5.3.4  Subordinate Theme: Experience pre-BAP 

The discernment process, pre-BAP, often lasting for a year or more, was experienced by some (e.g. 

NRA1; NRA6; NRA7) as very positive. “I saw a DDO who I had great respect for. I thought she was 

intelligent and sensitive, but then she left and somebody else came in, and things still went on 

ahead. Everything seemed to be going well…” (NRA1). Others, however, had very different 

experiences: 

 

 “They sent me to an enormous, evangelical chap…. He was the DDO. He towered over 

me and was very evangelical. He said, ‘I don’t believe in women priests, and I have the 

power to let you through this, or not let you through this.’ I had to have about six 

sessions with him, during which he felt very critical. He had me write this essay. The 

essay was on the role of the priest. I wrote the essay, and I asked a couple of priests 

that I knew if they would have a look at this essay. He told me to write it and then 

handed me a book which I was going to be quoting from, and he’d underlined the 

quotes I would be using - none of which spoke to me at all. So, I used the books that 

spoke to me. The Priests that I showed the essay to said it was solid, it’s fine, it’s good 

and all of that kind of thing. But it was kind of radical because I was talking about love 

and about leading by example, and things like that. Well, he was furious. When I went 

along for my next meeting, we didn’t even get past page one. He was so furious with 

me. He waved the paper about, went through page one with all these criticisms of… 

Didn’t finish the essay. He then dispatched me to come back to him the next time and I 

was supposed to convince him of how I would ensure that the congregations would 

know that the only way to God was through Jesus. So, I went back to my Priest and my 

Rector and I said, ‘I can’t do this, because I don’t believe.  That’s an end to it. I simply 

can’t do it’. My Rector said, ‘well, actually you can do it, if you think about it in a 

slightly different way… that the only way to God as a father, is through Jesus.’ I 
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thought, ‘I could go with that.’ Alright, I can do that. I can’t dismiss all other routes, 

you see. That was my problem. He wanted me to go in and dismiss all other routes. So, 

I went back and sort of angled my way through that. He was incredibly 

confrontational. He sent me away again. ‘Read the book of Hebrews and come back 

here and demonstrate to me that you can make people know the right way to go.’ I 

thought ‘this is not me at all’. He was utterly furious with me” (NRA2). 

 

“[On the second time of applying] I went to the new DDO, and I said to her what I’d 

felt about what had happened before, and that I didn’t know what was going on. She 

said she couldn’t really tell me a lot about it, but that there were a couple of things 

that were pulled up by the assessors. One was I said I didn’t like the book of common 

prayer – which I didn’t say that. I just said that wasn’t my preference. Then the other 

thing was that I didn’t know the theology of the atonement. Another thing that had 

been said was that I was a counsellor, and because I was a counsellor, that meant I 

have problems, and so I wouldn’t be any good. Anyhow, I was given an appointment 

with the Bishop. I remember on the day that I went there, I was sitting out in the 

corridor and the DDO walked past. She went down the corridor and the next thing I 

heard was that there was an almighty row between her and the Bishop. I wasn’t quite 

sure, but I was listening to this and then when I went in to see the Bishop, I could 

sense he was a bit edgy. I don’t know what it was that they were arguing about, but, 

you know, just before I went in for my interview? It wasn’t particularly helpful for me 

to hear that… So, I had my interview with him. It was quite a grilling actually. I came 

out feeling as if I’d been pulled through a hedge backwards. Anyhow, a letter came 

through from the Bishop saying that he thought that I should stay as a Reader, and he 

was affirming my Reader ministry. So, that was that. I thought ‘right okay. Well I did 

get it wrong then’. So, I’ll just carry on with my Reader ministry. This isn’t for me” 

(NRA4). 

 

“[On the third time of applying] People kept on saying to me… you know, this wasn’t 

just me that had this sense of my vocation. I spoke to the vicar again, and he said, ‘well 

why don’t you go and speak to the DDO?’ Now this was a new DDO. I did say to her 
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when I saw her, I said, ‘I’m not coming to say I should be. I’m just coming to say, this 

won’t go away. What’s going on?’ We had this interview and she was quite supportive 

and all that. Then she said that she didn’t have all the documents because she’d only 

just taken over as DDO. So, she made another appointment to see me, and her 

attitude had completely changed. She said to me, ‘I think what you need to do is to 

change your parish.’ So, I said, ‘but I don’t want to change my parish because I’m quite 

happy where I am’. She said, ‘well if you went somewhere else, you might get some 

more work to do.’ So, I said, ‘right, I’ll pray about it.’ Anyhow, it seemed that maybe I 

wasn’t getting a sense that I shouldn’t do it, so my license was transferred over. I still 

had this... these ‘things’, and every time it came up, I kept on saying ‘no, Lord. I don’t 

want it, go away. Take it away… There was a thing going on in the diocese and it was 

called XXXX, and the Bishops were going around to the different parts of the diocese. It 

was a sort of mission encouraging mission - and also vocation. And there was a talk in 

the church that I was based in on vocation. And I thought, well I’m not going to that. 

No way am I going to that. What’s the point of that?! But then it turned out that there 

was nobody else there that was on what you might call ‘the staff’ – to sort of oversee 

it. So, I thought I’ve got to go. I’m only going because it’s my duty. So, I went, and I just 

sat there, and it was all going over my head - well at least I was making it go over in my 

head. I didn’t want to hear it. But then the Bishop started pushing for Readers to 

convert to the diaconate - or convert to priesthood. I wasn’t really listening at all that 

much, but it started to sort of penetrate. When I came away from that, I thought 

‘wow’. I thought this is what I’m being called to. Because my leaning was towards 

pastoral - taking the word out to the people out there. So, I spoke to the vocation’s 

officer who was there, and I said to him about this. He said, ‘I’ll have a chat with you.’ 

So, we made an appointment and I saw him and talked about it all. So, then he 

thought it was probably worth me going through. I spoke to my vicar, who hadn’t been 

there very long, again. He said, ‘well okay. If that’s what you think you want to do, do 

it.’ So, I went through the process. I saw assessors, saw the DDO - different DDO… It 

was the same Bishop as the one that I’d seen. I was then invited to go to the BAP. And 

[sigh] I just had a feeling – it didn’t feel right… I spent a year filling in continual forms, 

answering questions about things... And the assistant DDO that I saw… I mean he was 

very nice, but he kept on churning these things out, and I was thinking, ‘I’ve already 
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answered all this’. Anyhow, I didn’t say that to him. I just went ahead with it. Then I 

had an appointment to see the Bishop and he cancelled it. He said that I could just go 

straight to the BAP. I thought, that’s really weird that the Bishop didn’t want to see 

me, and then of course I had all sorts of thoughts running around… why doesn’t he 

want to see me? I had actually picked up that other mature Readers were actually 

going through, or they were being put through, but it was really just to let them know 

that it wasn’t for them. And I just had that feeling that that’s what it was (NRA4).” 

 

“I was sent to see the DDO, and right from the very beginning I was quite anxious 

because she was the same DDO that my son had, and I thought that that wasn’t 

appropriate, because I knew that you disclose quite a lot to your DDO of very sensitive 

issues, and I had never been entirely convinced of the Anglican Church’s 

understanding of confidentiality. But, there was no other way. I had to see this 

particular lady, and my fears about confidentiality were actually found to be true. 

After the first few sessions with her, I disclosed a small amount of information 

regarding XXXXX, and she contacted XXXX to find out if this could be true, and I was 

very, very, very angry and upset. I reported it to the Bishop, but no, she was quite 

within her remit to do so. I made it very clear to her that I didn’t agree with the 

Bishop. If she had to check out the truth of what I was saying, then we weren’t in the 

right relationship. That didn’t please her very much either. So, then began a long and 

very painful journey. My Vocations Advisor was saying “there is no route into 

chaplaincy. You can’t do it, and I don’t think that you’re suitable for parish ministry. 

I’m going to suggest that you pay for yourself to do the XXXX theology Diploma.” So, I 

did. The theology course, rather than put me off, which I think XXXX thought it was 

going to, completely set me on fire, and actually increased my Calling. I felt I’d been 

given a voice, and that many people that I was working alongside, really weren’t ever 

heard, and that perhaps, through ordination, I could be their voice. The problem came 

then: ‘why ordination’? I never seemed to be able to put into proper words that I felt it 

was not about myself having the identity of Reverend or Vicar, but about the people 

with whom I worked, that they were able to see me as authentic and congruent, and 

the real thing. They would often call me ‘Reverend’, and I would say, “well I’m not. I’m 

just an assistant chaplain, and I volunteer. I’m not a Vicar of any kind.” “Well why not? 
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Why haven’t we got the real thing?” “Why aren’t you a Vicar? We’d like you to be a 

Vicar”. I thought that was a really good reason to be ordained, actually - for other 

people. Anyway, I had to have a big meeting about the third year - I did four years of 

the Diploma of Theology. Around about the third year, I had to have a big meeting 

with XXX and then the Bishop, who was very unwell. He had an alcohol problem. I had 

a meeting with both of them to look at the way forward. XXXX had got exasperated 

with me at some point. She got very cross in several of our meetings. I’d been sent to 

see one of the three people in the diocese who do the pre-BAP assessing. She was 

somebody that I knew really well. This is really not an issue at all in the diocese. They 

don’t have boundaries at all! So, I went to see her. I had a lot of misgivings and 

disappointments about the process up until then, and I shared them with her. But, oh 

dear, it was interpreted that I had taken it as a golden opportunity to criticise. This got 

back to the Bishop and to XXXX. So, this meeting with the two of them was to look at 

where I was now. It was kind of like a repeat of Daniel in the Lion’s Den really. But I 

didn’t think there was going to be any shining angels that would come and protect me. 

So, I decided I was not going alone. I took a friend – a XXXX Minister – and, oh boy, it 

was a dreadful meeting. Bishop XXXX told me how manipulative I was, and XXXX had a 

great lengthy discussion, or a kind of a sermon, all about how I had no idea of what 

obedience to the Bishop meant. I had already said that I could never, ever be obedient 

to any human being, without questions, because to me that was a risky place of power 

and abuse – but, no, I did not understand obedience to the Bishop. The meeting went 

on and on and on. I was determined that I was not going to cry. I did a lot of grounding 

and breathing and there were lots of pauses. At the end of the meeting, it was decided 

I should completely lay my Calling to ordained ministry to the side, and that I should 

just finish my Diploma. I think, be forgotten about basically. I got into the car and I 

exploded in an active volcano of emotion - very strong anger; huge bitterness; 

disappointment. I was sobbing. ‘How could they do it? How could they do it?’ I was so 

angry and upset. So, it kind of got shelved - but not for long. During the year with her 

(the DDO), she was very clear that there is no way to go into chaplaincy through 

ordination. You have to do it through parish curacy. She recommended that I speak to 

a Vicar in XXXX. We talked on one afternoon, out in my conservatory, and by the end 

of it he said, ‘I have no doubt whatsoever that you have vocation to ordained ministry, 
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and I will support you every inch of the way. You probably need to get the language. 

You haven’t got the language part because your theology has changed. You have 

grown up in the church, and actually you’ve discarded the language’ - partly because I 

think, my father and the church, I felt had been a kind of very abusive environment… 

Quite rapidly then, XXXX the Vicar saw me every week. He got me reading different 

kinds of books and asked me BAP-like questions and didn’t allow me to reply 

creatively. He was trying to get me to have ‘the act’. I then went to see the new DDO, 

who was very convinced of my Calling. She felt that I would not be in parish very long, 

and that I would move into Chaplaincy pretty rapidly. So, off I went to see the three 

people, all of whom had changed since I’d first gone. When I went to see the pastoral 

one, she said, ‘oh no, you’re being sent to BAP’. It was completely different to what I 

expected. I didn’t know this until I got to her. So, by this time I’d learned that, it was 

much better to stay calm and say, ‘okay that’s interesting. I’ll consult XXXX the DDO 

about that later, but we can carry on with what we’re doing” (NRA5). 

 

 “In my first meeting with the Bishop, he said to me, “you are too old, you’re female 

and people like you are keeping young, celibate males out of ministry”. So, it wasn’t 

an easy path, and I didn’t complain about that sexist statement. I did not have his 

support. He said, “I would never have made you a Priest anyway. You’re far too 

strong. Your spirit is far too strong. People like you need to be crushed and remade 

in the Glory of God”, - which I don’t really think helped, but I didn’t really care what 

he thought because he had misjudged and misinterpreted what I have to offer” 

(NRA9). 

 

However, by going to a different diocese, NRA9 experienced a ‘green light’ all the way until the 

issue of previous marital relationships was encountered. In spite of having the support of the DDO 

and the Bishop, she was turned down by the Archbishop of XXXX. 

 

“We had very searching discussions with him, and we were asked to supply email 

addresses of previous spouses. My previous spouse wrote saying that I’d be an 

asset to any congregation, which we were very moved by and very pleased about. 

We knew that giving my husband’s ex-wife’s email address would be difficult - that 
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there would be a difficult response from her, but we weren’t going to start down an 

ordination track on a lie. It would have been very easy to say, ‘it is ten years since 

he was divorced. We don’t know where she lives’. But we absolutely categorically 

chose not to do that because if I was going through ordination I wasn’t going to go 

on a lie. She chose not to reply to us, and we never knew what she wrote. We were 

very frank with the Priest that I had met my husband before he was unmarried. 

We’d met, and we had fallen in love and tried very hard not to love each other. We 

waited a year and a half before saying we can’t go on doing this. We have to have a 

relationship because we love each other. We don’t know what she wrote. We do 

know that their marriage was already in its dying embers when I came on the scene. 

It was going to happen at some point, but I catalysed it for sure. I said to the DDO, 

‘behold your sins will find you out’, and he said, ‘rubbish. You fell in love.’ The DDO 

was a hundred percent behind us. The Priest was behind us. So, when it came out 

of the blue from the Archbishop of XXXX, it was catastrophic. I just didn’t see it 

coming. If it had happened at the beginning of the process, I would have been 

disappointed, but not crushed - but because we’d had green lights all the way… I 

was furious with the Archbishop of XXXX. I wrote to him, and he wrote a very blunt 

reply essentially saying that I wasn’t fit to be a priest. So, it was horrible” (NRA9). 

 

5.3.5  Subordinate Theme: Misuse of power pre-BAP 

In some of the experiences related in Section 5.3.2, and developed further below, the misuse of 

power and sometimes lack of transparency, potentially bordering on spiritual abuse, is evident: 

 

“The evangelical guy (DDO) once towered over the top of me – he just stood up. I 

thought he was standing up to say ‘goodbye’. But he stood, towered over the top of 

me and said some prayer which I thought was like – ugh! ‘Get me out of here’” (NRA2). 

 

“…’First of all, I need to hear from your first husband. I shall be writing to your first 

husband.’ I said, ‘what will you be writing to my first husband for? I married him when 

I was eighteen. I was married for five years, and actually, I’ve had to protect my 

children from his abusive...’ ‘Eh, well, we need to know what he thinks of this.’ I 
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thought ‘my first husband’!? I was told that it had no bearing - the fact that I was 

divorced.’ I came out of there and I said to my Priest, ‘that’s it. People who had been 

through this were saying, ‘this is abusive’. I said to my Priest, ‘I can’t do this. I will not 

enter into any more of this game playing; and I certainly won’t have my ex-husband, 

who’s behaviour has been utterly appalling, have any say in my life. I’m out of here’. 

So, I withdrew from the process; at which point my Priest and Rector were so furious 

they made a complaint. The next thing was the Bishop phoned me up and said, ‘I hear 

you’ve made a complaint.’ I said, ‘no. I haven’t made a complaint. My Priest has made 

a complaint’. I then didn’t hear anything for quite a long time, and then I had a call 

from the Bishop again, saying would I come to see him. So, I went along, and it didn’t 

bode well. He was twenty minutes late for this meeting which I thought… after what 

I’d had gone through, that really was not on. Anyway, so we sat down, and he had a 

leather-bound folder on the table in front of him. And he kept tapping it, and he said, 

‘I’ve had a report on you.’ Tapping this leather bound he said, ‘you will never be 

acceptable no matter what you do.’ So, I said, ‘am I allowed to see the report?’ No’. 

What hurt the most was those words. In fact, I could cry now. That has stayed with me 

ever since. It felt like quite a power trip to be tapping a thing and telling me I wouldn’t 

be allowed… In British law and data protection, I’m entitled to see the damning report 

that says, ‘I will never be acceptable - no matter what I do’. He said, ‘there isn’t any 

point in trying again ‘cos we’ve given you every possible opportunity, after your 

complaint.’ And I said, ‘well, I’d just like to point out it wasn’t me who complained.’ So, 

you know, that’s the end of that. There’s no point in considering Readership or 

anything like that. No point in anything. You’re basically… You will never be 

acceptable, no matter what you do. So, I came away from there in absolute pieces. 

When I went to my Priest, she was horrified… but also said to me, ‘you’re in good 

company, because when Jesus went to Nazareth… they tried to throw him out, so…’, 

you know. I suspect that’s why she resigned, because she made a great big hoo-hah 

about this and managed to get this report. She managed to get hold of it, because, at 

the time, my fantasies were going all over the place. I couldn’t understand what I had 

done that would make me so… Where is the Christian life in that treatment? I was so 

shocked. ‘There’s nothing you can do to make yourself acceptable’. That report really 

didn’t tell us anything very much. She resigned shortly afterwards, and I think it was a 
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protest. She was utterly disgusted. Yeah, that was the journey, and that journey went 

on for about two and a half years” (NRA2). 

 

“In those days, the PCC had to actually give consent, or their backing. I was at the PCC 

meeting on the evening when this was going to come through, and the vicar said, 

‘We’re going to have to vote on XXXX, who feels that she’s been Called…’ So, I had to 

go then. I went home. I hadn’t been home for all that long, and I started getting phone 

calls from members of the PCC who were ringing up and saying…, apologising. One of 

them said the vote had actually gone against me by one, but they hadn’t understood 

what it was all about, and a couple of the ones that rang up said they thought that I 

was applying to be a Priest in their Church, which wasn’t the case. Then another 

person said they had voted against it because they didn’t agree with women Priests” 

(NRA4). 

 

“Apparently, the DDO went and spoke to the Bishop, and they decided that I wasn’t to 

go to the BAP. I saw the DDO and he told me, ‘very sorry, but this had been the 

decision’ etc. So, I said to him, ‘well can you tell me what the reason is’. ‘No, I can’t do 

that,’ he said. I said, ‘well if I don’t know what it is that is wrong with me, how do I 

know what I need to rectify?’ ‘No, it’s not for you to know,’ he said. ‘It’s not for you to 

know.’ So, I was getting quite frustrated, actually, because I was coming up against a 

brick wall. I wasn’t saying to him ‘the decision’s wrong’. What I was saying is I want to 

know what the grounds were, because if it’s something that I can rectify, I can work on 

it. And then I also said, which I realise was the wrong thing to say, is that a lot of clergy 

have been utterly shocked that I haven’t got through - which was true. He just about 

hit the roof. He was angry. He started shouting at me and then he said the reason why 

he had said to me about coming to see him again, if I wanted to, was to actually reflect 

on the things that I thought were wrong. I said to him, ‘well how can I reflect. 

Obviously, there were some things that were wrong,’ I said. ‘I admit that - but it would 

be helpful to know what the overall thing was.’ And he lost his temper. He started 

shouting at me and said I should never ever have gone to see him” (NRA4). 
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“I wrote to Bishop XXXX, at one point, saying I was really concerned about the type of 

language that was being used to me in my meetings with XXXX (the DDO), and felt that 

she was bullying. I had a phone call from him, and he said, regarding what I’d written, 

‘I think you must be completely mistaken.’ So, I didn’t really take it any further 

because I thought if that’s your attitude, the door is shut. However, I know that if 

somebody makes a disclosure concerning any kind of bullying or abuse, the last thing 

you say, even if you believe it to be false is… By this time, I didn’t trust any of them” 

(NRA5). 

 

 

5.4  Superordinate Theme: BAP Experience 

5.4.1  Subordinate Theme: Readiness to attend 

For some participants, the BAP was affected by their emotional and physical readiness to attend. 

NRA1 was in an emotionally difficult place when she attended her BAP: 

 

“Events in our Church at that time were very strange. Some very unexpected stuff had 

blown up in the Church, that I was asked to try and sort out. Literally two days before I 

went to my selection conference. Afterwards, everybody said to me, ‘you should have 

cancelled and said you couldn’t go’, but I didn’t. I wasn’t that sort of person. If you say 

you do something, you just get on and do it, un-unless you physically can’t get there. 

You just do it… I don’t know whether it was a mistake” (NRA1). 

 

““I had been recently diagnosed with XXXX disease, and it was very active. It wasn’t 

under control in any way. I had to have a completely separate diet at BAP which I 

found difficult. It set me apart from the others. That was a very bad mark apparently. 

Even when we were shown our timetables when I got to XXXX, one of the first things is 

you see your timetable. I was one of the people that had two interviews, one in the 

afternoon and one at eight o’clock in the evening. I knew that by eight in the evening, 

I’d be finished. When I asked if we could change, I was told, ‘no, it’s not possible’. The 

only way for you to change it is for you to find someone to swap with, but you don’t 
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know anybody. Anyway, I did manage to change it, so that I didn’t have two on the 

one day. Again, it didn’t feel compassionate at all” (NRA5). 

 

NRA6’s illness meant that she missed her BAP altogether: 

 

“But the conference had passed me by… It was a bit like falling off a cliff, to be honest. 

I hadn’t failed at selection. I was just too ill to attend it” (NRA6). 

 

 

5.4.2  Subordinate Theme: Playing the game 

NRA7 felt that the BAP experience was fine. “It was okay I thought. I did reasonably okay. Nothing 

awful. It was a bit strange, and obviously I was quite nervous about it, and quite a big decision ‘cos 

it affects how life might go…” (NRA7). However, a number of the interviewees commented on 

there being a set of rules (or hidden agendas) at play. NRA1 felt that she had to play by the rules 

of their game: 

 

“I’ve always had the sense that they didn’t really know what they were looking for. All 

these people were asking questions, and they had a formula. So, I sort of felt I played 

the game really. I felt I tried to give them what I thought they wanted. I obviously got 

that completely wrong” (NRA1). 

 

“I went to the BAP. It was difficult. The vocation’s person that I saw said to me, ‘your 

vicar doesn’t seem to know very much about you.’ So, I said well, ‘no. I suppose he 

doesn’t, because we’ve been working at opposite ends of the benefice. Apart from 

staff meetings, I don’t really see him.’ I just came away from the whole thing feeling 

uneasy” (NRA4). 

 

“The BAP was the strangest thing I’ve ever been to in my whole life. One of the first 

things we were told, was that it would be advisable not to keep in touch with each 

other after BAP. What’s this about? On my BAP, we had a lovely lady who was deaf. I 

did feel that her disability had been completely appreciated and taken care of. 

Deafness can be very visible, it was very much out there, whereas XXX and also a life of 
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mental health issues, is not very visible. We did the horrible bit that first night when 

you do this exam, and you answer so many questions. I’d no memory of what I’d 

written, because it was so frantic. It seemed to be a very good way of putting you very 

much on edge, as if you were back in ‘A’ levels again. And then we had the interviews. 

I felt that the education interview and the pastoral interview both went really well. But 

the vocation’s man - Oh God!...” (NRA5). 

 

“[During the BAP] I thought that I had been heard. That’s what I said when I came 

away. However, various things about it disturbed me. For example, the first thing one 

of the interviewers said, was to comment on my photograph - which I didn’t think was 

very appropriate. Another thing about this Calling to ordained ministry was I had to 

turn myself inside-out to try to speak an Anglican language. And it seemed that some 

people - and I guess this is to do with different Churchmanship within the Church of 

England, hear Eucharistic ministry as the Calling. For me, so many moments are 

sacramental. So many encounters are moments where God visits. I didn’t feel a Calling 

to sacramental ministry - to the priestly side of it, and I sometimes I think because of 

my some of my experiences, my theology probably didn’t come over as sufficiently 

keen, or devoted to the idea of the priestly nature of ministry. I think it was a Ministry 

of the Word that… sharing this burning thrill of the relationship with God that I 

wanted to share. I think one of the things that happened in the selection process, is 

some of my experience of being a counsellor… of people who’d been wounded by the 

Church, came out too much. Some of my caution about the Church of England came 

out too much. I know I used the word ‘toxic’ of some aspects of the Church. In my 

presentation, I also questioned Alpha. You know, being in a group, and expected to 

share deeply. What was that like for people whose experience of being in a group, or 

in their own family of origin, had been full of conflict? I think they thought I was trying 

to run a therapy session. On the other hand, I lit a candle at the beginning, and 

because I used an artefact to start off with - because we were told that we could do 

such a thing, and I thought that would be a really good way to start a discussion - to 

have something to focus on outside ourselves. I think some people thought I was 

trying to start a prayer meeting, and some people thought I was trying to run a 

therapy session. They didn’t take to it, anyway, my assessors. It felt like I was trying to 
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work out – well trying to be myself in what I was presenting but encountering all these 

different hidden agendas that people were carrying, that they were judging me by. I 

didn’t really feel that my gender was helping me, and I didn’t feel that being a 

counsellor helped. In the selection, you can’t be yourself. You have to be what they 

need you to be” (NRA8). 

 

 

5.4.3  Subordinate Theme: Misuse of power during BAP 

The manner of the selectors, and the mis-match between the theology (or Churchmanship) of 

some selectors and some participants, caused some participants some concern during their BAP: 

 

“So, off I went to XXXX, pretty well-prepared - but not prepared for a very, very 

evangelical main person. Oh God, he was so evangelical, and I didn’t have the 

evangelical language anymore. I went in for my vocation’s interview, and it really 

didn’t go well. He said to me, ‘so XXXX, what do you pray for?’ And I absolutely didn’t 

get it. Well, I pray for lots of things. ‘No. What do you pray for?’ It must have been 

about four times I tried to answer this question, and I said, ‘I’m really sorry, I’m just 

not understanding this, am I?’ ‘What is the purpose of your prayer, why do you pray?’ 

And I didn’t answer, you see, because I was stuck. I didn’t… at that point, I no longer 

believed in an interventional God. I believed that prayer opened me to all the 

possibilities that were available. ‘You pray for God to act don’t you?’ I said, ‘yes, of 

course I pray for God to act. I think I’ve kind of already said that in the sense that God 

is acting when prayer is opening you up.’ I came out of the interview, went out into 

the garden, and cried. I knew then that if his interview was important, then I wasn’t 

going through. I went back and sat in the foyer, and out came another lady who I’d 

befriended. Oh boy, she was sobbing. She must have broken in there with him. Came 

out absolutely sobbing, and sobbing, and sobbing. There was another woman, as well, 

who was very distressed” (NRA5). 
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5.4.4  Subordinate Theme: The aftermath 

The experience of BAP left some participants feeling bewildered: 

 

“Then I drove back… I knew on the way back. I got lost somewhere around XXXX and 

ended up in an industrial estate, and I drove around this industrial estate trying to find 

the motorway and thought, ‘this isn’t going to happen. I knew… Although I hadn’t 

made a hash of it, I just knew. I wasn’t the sort of person that they were looking for, 

really” (NRA1). 

 

Once non-recommendation was stated, NRA4 noticed a negative change in her Priest’s attitude 

towards her: 

 

“… I felt confused. I felt upset. I felt rejected… and angry, because I felt that I hadn’t 

actually been told what was going on. I was going through my mind about all the 

reasons why it might have been. It was almost as if because I had been turned down, 

he (my Vicar) was treating me as if I wasn’t any good - even as a Reader. He wanted 

Readers to do funerals. When I said I would do it, he was quite surprised. I mean he 

didn’t give me the training to do it. And it was drifting on and on, but one of the 

Assistant Priests who was at one of the other churches actually noticed what was 

happening, and he said to me, “XXXX, you come with me. I’ll take you on”. And that’s 

what happened” (NRA4). 

 

The emotional ‘fallout’ for some participants of non-recommendation was huge: 

 

“Phone call – not been recommended. There were some issues at conference. Silence. 

Then, “how are you XXXX?” “Well, I’m fine. I’m a bit stunned, but I’m okay… But I was 

so angry with them because I really, really felt that the set up was designed to make 

you fail. And that it was almost like some secret society. If the vocation’s advisor says, 

‘no’, it doesn’t matter two hoots whether the other two say. They all have to agree. 

Basically, they have to find all the negative bits they can possibly find from their 
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interviews to make sure that it’s very clear why they’re not recommending you” 

(NRA5). 

 

“I went into the darkest depression I’ve ever been in, and my whole landscape was 

empty. I felt I had lost Church and faith completely. It was horrific, absolutely horrific. I 

completely lost my whole sense of me during this time. And decided in moments of 

sanity, that actually I was in what I called ‘Anglican’s Anonymous’. It was withdrawal 

symptoms. I was going to leave the Church and it was hurting” (NRA5). 

 

“I think I did what I needed to do at the time. I don’t doubt any of that. I suppose 

immediately afterwards it was a bit, goodness me, now what? Have I got it all wrong, 

or is there something else? And I think other people’s reactions were quite difficult 

because they were all quite surprised, I think. So, it was a sort of wondering where 

next really, and having to deal with other people’s reactions, which was difficult. I was 

also mindful of other people that I’d known who had also not been successful, so…” 

(NRA7). 

 

“I wept for a year” (NRA8). 

 

 

5.4.5  Subordinate Theme: The impact of the report 

The way that the news of non-recommendation was delivered, was an issue for many: 

 

“Ten days later– over a week anyway - I get the ‘no thank you’. And I was extremely 

upset. I mean it’s a huge rejection when somebody rings you up -  because it’s not like 

a job. People say it’s like a job. It isn’t like a job. It isn’t ‘actually there was somebody 

who was better qualified or did better on this exercise’. It’s not like that, it’s just, ‘you 

are not suitable’. It’s nothing to do with the competition. It’s ‘you’re not suitable’. I 

was very upset – I was VERY upset. My pride was hurt. I went away to lick my wounds, 

and my training incumbent didn’t make any contact with me. I left a message on his 
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answer phone, but he didn’t make any contact with me for days - and then he came 

round…” (NRA1). 

 

“Then the letter arrived, saying ‘just carry on with your Reader ministry’. There were a 

lot of things that had been picked up at the BAP - a lot of assumptions…” (NRA4). 

 

“Eventually, I went to see XXXX, and there’s the report. We have to read it, and it’s 

bloody hard, flippin’ heck. I thought the process was hard. XXXX didn’t recognise me. 

Nobody recognised me in the report. I can see myself in his room now. I was sat here. 

He was sat there, round table between us, cup of coffee, report. I read a few pages. I 

can’t get any further, read two pages maybe, maybe not that much. Took it and 

slammed it on the table. ‘Well that’s bloody it then, isn’t it.’ Sobbing by now. XXXX sits 

nice and quietly. ‘The end is the end, isn’t it?’ ‘Well you need to read… come on take it 

up again, read a bit more.’ There are some good bits. You cannot have good bits in 

something that was decimating me. Absolutely it decimated me. It was vitriolic! It was 

cruel, absolutely cruel. There were criteria that I didn’t fulfil, but it was the things that 

they said… That the diocese had sent this woman that they considered was one of the 

most empathic people they’d ever met. We didn’t see that person. They saw no 

empathy whatsoever. I had contradicted another person. I have shelved it and burnt 

it. I physically set fire to it in a plant pot in the garden, because it was destined for hell. 

Absolutely destined for hell. When I finished reading it, XXXX said he read it and, ‘I 

wondered if they’d sent the wrong one because it’s so not you” (NRA5). 

 

“What they put in the letter was quite difficult. I know my wife was really upset about 

it. I think they just said that I was quite a colourless character, and they doubted my 

intellectual ability; and that I was better suited to charity work which annoyed me a 

little bit. So, that wasn’t particularly helpful. I can’t remember anything else. That 

certainly isn’t how I saw myself or how other people saw me” (NRA7).  

 

“I heard by telephone. I got a call from the Bishop – and that felt very brutal. I don’t 

know, because it’s so shaming. It’s very shaming” (NRA8). 
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5.4.6  Subordinate Theme: Going through it again 

Some participants were prepared to go through the selection process again. Others found the 

experience distasteful, and so weren’t prepared to go through it again: 

 

“My incumbent said, ‘you must go through this again’. And I said, ‘no. I always said if 

the Holy Spirit doesn’t want it, I’m not going back. I’ll give this one shot.’ Never 

wavered… but it has made me wary of Churches. It was extremely distressing and I 

wouldn’t go through it again. So, I never get involved in Church anymore. I never put 

my head above the parapet” (NRA1). 

 

“It’s a different Bishop now, but I wouldn’t put myself in that position again” (NRA2). 

 

“I wouldn’t touch the ordination application process with a barge pole. I got a job as a 

Chaplain which was very fulfilling” (NRA8). 

 

 

5.4.7  Subordinate Theme: Bettering the process 

When asked how the selection process could be improved, participants challenged the 

appropriateness of the BAP as a means of selection (NRA1); the misuse of power, the lack of 

standardisation of, and transparency in, the process (NRA2; NRA4); the journey as an individual, 

rather than a shared, process (NRA2); the lack of debriefing after the BAP (NRA5); the way the 

report was written (NRA7); and the lack of listening and openness to other forms of ministry 

(NRA8): 

 

“I think somebody once said to me that the model of selection is still based on the 

military academy boards of the nineteen-fifties. You know, if you went for selection at 

Sandhurst for officer training. I don’t think that’s changed. I don’t think there’s a 

willingness to change anything. They think they’ve got it right. I would completely start 

again. I’m not sure about this whole three-day selection process. I know they would 

say we’re looking at you all the way through and all the rest - but actually, it’s instant 
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death on the BAP really. Once they’ve got them in, they try to make them fit the 

mould, and they don’t want to know about who people are really” (NRA1). 

 

“Power… I think if you’ve got somebody who announces he doesn’t believe in women 

Priests and he has the power to put you through or not - that is somebody I wouldn’t 

put in that role. I think that’s quite startling. I suppose the one thing that I think would 

be useful, is if there was a kind of… well perhaps there can’t be a standardised… but 

you never know how long it’s going to take. So, you’re never told how many times 

you’re going to see this one, or that one. They just see you until they’re fed up with 

seeing you, and then pass you on to someone else. I think it would be useful if they 

were to say, ‘well, you go to x number of meetings of…”. I think it would be useful 

actually to have group meetings of people going through the same thing where you 

facilitate that group and find out a bit about how they act - you know, or what’s going 

on. I just think that what happened, was it just felt endless, and like a series of 

obstacle courses, you know - and I was on my own. I mean, if you were experiencing it 

in the group, or whatever, at least you’ve got people to talk about it with, and so on. 

Also, I think prayer should play a part, and I was very shocked that somebody in this 

country could say, ‘no, you can’t see the report that’s been written on you’. The one 

thing I’m sad about is that one of them could have asked me what particularly I 

thought my ministry might be about” (NRA2). 

 

“Communication… definitely communication. It has actually improved, I will say that. 

From that very first time, it has improved. I don’t know if there is a requirement now 

that people get to see their references. More transparency” (NRA4). 

 

“There was no planning. I wasn’t even given the criteria for well over a year, and 

nobody said that it’s online. I never dreamt the Church of England had stuff online. So, 

I didn’t know what all the criteria were that I was meant to be working towards. There 

was no clear path which was the same for each candidate. It was up to the whim of 

the DDO, and the personality of the DDO - definitely. No coherence. That’s what I 

wanted. No coherence. Added to which – it was criminal of the Church and I’m 

surprised, I would be very surprised if they haven’t had a suicide over this.  Somebody 
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must have done it. There is no follow up - no sensitive follow up and nurturing. It’s 

dreadful. You should have someone pretty quickly to debrief after BAP, because you 

come from the other planet in a mess. So, that debriefing feels like it would have been 

really important - even before you’re told that you’ve been rejected or accepted - and 

you’re not supposed to say that because it’s ‘not recommended’. I think you should be 

debriefed pretty quickly, because you come out of the place and travel a long way. 

And you’re in a very odd place and then are dropped back into life from this cocoon of 

oddness” (NRA5). 

 

“I think how what they said in the letter was unkind - and quite depersonalising really. 

So, that’s quite difficult. So, I think the way the news… I haven’t been successful in lots 

of things in life, but it’s how it’s delivered” (NRA7). 

 

“I was offering to be self-supporting and part-time. It would have helped if I’d have 

known that they didn’t want self-supporting and part-time people - at least, that was 

the impression I got… So, listening and being honest about what your chances are at 

the beginning, would have been helpful. There’s not enough variety of ministry. 

There’s not the willingness to license people to ‘lighter duties’ that are just as 

important. There’s too much focus on priesthood and I know that’s problematic as 

well - for people who are Priests” (NRA8). 

 

 

5.5  Superordinate Theme: Pastoral care 

5.5.1  Subordinate Theme: Offered by the incumbent 

The reaction and pastoral care offered by the participants’ incumbents was very varied: 

 

“I sort of went away to lick my wounds, and my incumbent didn’t make any contact 

with me. I left a message on his answer phone, but he didn’t make any contact with 

me for days - and then he came round. He was extremely unhelpful, and in the end he 

said, ‘well the congregation expected you to sail through, so it would be better if you 

left the Church and go to another Church’. It was that that got me. He wasn’t terribly 
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nice to me, and his wife wasn’t terribly nice to me. So, in the end, I left, and that was 

it” (NRA1). 

 

“Well, my Priest was very loving. She was very loving, very supportive. But nothing 

from official sources” (NRA2). 

 

“The Parish Priest was around some of the time. Went through the report with me. 

Actually, the pastoral support that I had was from him, and we kept going through the 

report because I needed to be desensitised” (NRA5). 

 

“They were surprised but understanding” (NRA7). 

 

 

5.5.2  Subordinate Theme: Offered by the DDO 

The pastoral care offered by DDOs was also problematic, and not consistent across dioceses: 

 

“The DDO said he wanted to see me. So, I went. We had a very strange conversation. 

And then about two weeks later, he rang me up and said if I wanted to go and speak 

to somebody, he’d found somebody that I could go and speak to. And I thought ‘okay 

fine. They’re offering something’. So, I said I would set up an appointment with this 

person and then I realised that actually this person was completely and utterly, for all 

sorts of reasons, completely and utterly unsuitable for this sort of engagement. Let’s 

just say he was very unwell. I felt, for reasons that I won’t go into, that it was more 

about him being seen to be able to help somebody. It was almost his need to be 

involved in something. It wasn’t about me at all, it was about him, So, I just cancelled 

it and I just said that I no longer felt I needed to talk to anybody, thank you very much. 

He was an elderly clergyman who was very unwell. If he’d been a therapist I might 

have gone and had this conversation with him, but there was no way that he was 

going to be suitable, so I didn’t do that” (NRA1). 

 

“The assistant DDO actually did say to me, would I like to see the archdeacon? That 

archdeacon was quite a pastoral person, so I thought, ‘well, I can’t turn that down’. I 
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went and saw him and talked to him. I actually did talk to him quite honestly about 

what I felt, and how angry I was about that reference, and that I hadn’t been shown 

it… because nowadays, people are shown references. Then he said to me, ‘well XXXX. 

You’re a counsellor, aren’t you? You’ve got a calling. You can put your energy into 

that.’ To begin with, I thought, ‘Oh. You’re only just trying to fob me off.’ But I did 

think about it. I did pray about it and I thought well, I do see my counselling as a pull” 

(NRA4). 

 

“The DDO, XXXX, was away, so I couldn’t see him for nearly another week. I was left 

on my own completely - in a very odd limbo. Worse than the limbo of waiting between 

BAP and the phone call” (NRA5). 

 

“I went to see the new DDO, and she said, ‘what do you want to do? Do you want to 

go through the report? Do you want to cry?’ We talked for a while and then I cried 

again. She said, ‘do you want me to put my arms around you when you cry, or just 

leave you?’ I said, ‘give me a bloody hug please.’ And I remember saying, ‘it hurts. It 

hurts so much. I wanted it so much. I wanted it so much’. I still felt so Called” (NRA5). 

 

“After a while, I arranged to see XXX the DDO, and said, “can you tell me the names of 

any good therapists in XXXX.” And she said, “yeah - and not only can I do that, you’ll 

be funded. The Bishop will fund you some sessions. Initially, I actually didn’t want his 

money. But, I thought ‘it’s expensive’ so I’ve already done quite a while of my own. I 

met XXXX, and we began a fairly slow process. I’ve seen her for two years now. And I 

have transitioned, transformed completely” (NRA5). 

 

“The DDO did say to me, ‘we can organise someone for you to talk to. You have your 

vocational advisor, but we can organise someone else for you to talk to if you need to. 

But I expect you’ve got counsellors that you know.’ I was feeling so repulsed, I think, 

by that stage by the whole lot of them, that I said, ‘Yes. Thank you,’ and thought, ‘I’ve 

got my own friends I trust a lot more than you!” (NRA8). 
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5.5.3  Subordinate Theme: Offered by the congregation 

The importance of the pastoral role of the participants’ congregations was highlighted by two 

participants – one negatively (NRA1) and one positively (NRA5): 

 

“I’d like to think I would have got over the rejection in the end, fairly soon, if I’d had 

the support of the congregation…” (NRA1). 

 

“A lady came up to me who knew I’d been to BAP, and just said, ‘I don’t care whether 

you want a hug or not, but you’re having it.’ And I howled and howled and howled. 

The congregation knew at that point, about the outcome” (NRA5). 

 

 

5.5.4  Subordinate Theme: Offered by others 

NRA7 wasn’t offered any pastoral follow-up, but would have liked some:  

 

“I think that might have been good to have had that offered. We would have 

appreciated the time to talk it through” (NRA7). 

 

Other forms of pastoral care, e.g. Counselling and Spiritual Direction, were offered to some 

participants, but the provision wasn’t consistent across dioceses: 

 

“The assistant DDO did say to me after the BAP, ‘do you want to go and see a 

counsellor?’ Well he knew I was a counsellor. I thought ‘no’, I don’t actually want to 

see one of the diocesan counsellors because I had actually seen one before in the past. 

I have found that she was quite judgemental, and I thought I don’t want to see her. 

But I thought I’ll actually go and I’ll see somebody of my own choice. So, I did go and 

see somebody. She was quite helpful, but the problem is if you see somebody who 

isn’t connected with the church – the establishment, the way it’s set up etc - they 

don’t understand what you’re talking about. ‘Well, why couldn’t you do this, why 

couldn’t you do that?’ ‘No, I can’t do that because… All of that… I found it was quite 

frustrating although it was quite good, in a way, because I was able to talk about how I 
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felt; but there was a sense of frustration there because I had to keep on explaining. 

She didn’t understand what a Call was” (NRA4).   

 

“I changed my spiritual director not long after that. I got a retired priest. He supported 

me through the second time, and on the third time. He was utterly amazed that I’d 

been turned down from what he knew of me through working with me. I’d been 

working with him for about nine years, I think. He couldn’t understand it” (NRA4). 

 

“Fortunately, at that time, I was having spiritual direction. She helped me. I talked 

through the calling a lot with her. What was God up to? And I was still involved in the 

chaplaincy” (NRA6). 

 

“One bit of pastoral care I should mention is that my pastoral supervisor, who was 

working for the Diocesan Advisor for Care & Counselling, saw me for free on this 

subject. That was her choice and that was wonderful. That was wonderful that she did 

that. She was horrified at some of the detail that I haven’t told you, about what 

actually was said and done. And it was the fact that she didn’t charge me when I 

usually paid her, that really touched me. That she was prepared to do that for as long 

as I needed it, in a way as part of her official role, seeing it as the Church’s 

responsibility to care for clergy and their families, and to care for me in the wake of 

rejection as an ordinand. There was a lot of healing in having her receive my tears and 

sobbing and anger” (NRA8). 

 

5.5.5  Subordinate Theme: Exploring other vocations 

Criticism, that the Church did not do enough to promote other forms of vocation before 

application for selection to ordained Ministry, was levelled by participants. They generally felt that 

ordination was the only form of vocation that the Church valued sufficiently: 

 

“They talk about vocation and they say, ‘oh well being a Priest isn’t the only thing’. But 

they never talk to people about what other vocations there might be – only when 

you’ve been turned down, not before you even apply. Let’s look at a broad spectrum 

of possibilities and give them all equal weight or equal value - equally honour them all 
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in the same... It doesn’t happen. The Anglican Church still hugely privileges ordination 

over anything else, and whenever they tell you about anybody, they’ll identify them - 

they’re Lay or they’re Ordained. You have to know that - it’s important. You know, 

John Smith, he’s ordained or he’s a Priest, or he’s a Layman. Immediately you’re told, 

and that feels exclusive in a way. It’s certainly irritating. It is exclusive, and it puts a 

different value on it that I think is very unhelpful” (NRA1). 

 

NRA6 explored her vocation in Counselling, but never felt that it satisfactorily fulfilled her sense of 

calling.  

 

“No, I don’t think it ever will. ‘Cos it is so much deeper. I can’t even say it’s a felt 

thing. It’s something that is deep within. I feel like it’s a sacramental calling… I can’t 

rationalise it. I can say, ‘yes, I’m doing all of that, but that felt sense is still missing’. 

And I’m still not part of a Church. I do Church things, like I meet to pray with 

Christians. I still sing. I keep connections with the chaplaincy here.” (NRA6). 

 

5.5.6  Subordinate Theme: It still hurts 

Although a significant amount of time has passed for most participants, there was still a sense of 

hurt which could be triggered at various times: 

 

“What really still hurts, is whenever somebody’s going up to be celebrated. I really 

want to celebrate that person… I really do; but, oh my goodness, it brings it back every 

time. I sort of forget momentarily that actually I’m doing what I can do. I feel like God’s 

using me; and, I suspect that if I had been ordained, I’d have been in trouble all the 

time. But there’s still a little tinge of unfinished business around when I go to the kind 

of services that are celebrating others…” (NRA2). 

 

“I prayed an awful lot about it, and I asked the Lord that if I got it wrong to just take it 

away from me. I can even remember apologising. I might have made a mistake here. If 

I have, I’m sorry. Please, if that’s the case, take it away from me. I’m sorry I actually 

followed it through. But, it wouldn’t go away” (NRA4). 
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“But I am still left with ‘What is it?’ What is it about me? What does hurt is that I’ll sit 

in a sermon, and I’ll hear them going on about gifts. We’ve all got gifts. I mean, I’m 

preaching, but nobody’s recognised mine. I’ve not been allowed to use mine, and it 

does hurt” (NRA4). 

 

“I didn’t feel suicidal, but I had lost an entire purposefulness. I was absolutely 

devastated, and really angry. I was furious with the Archbishop of XXXX... It was 

horrible… I just cried buckets that morning. It just triggered this emotional flood which 

I’d successfully kept supressed. I find rooms full of dog collars really, really hard - and 

especially if I meet useless Priests. People have said to me, “why is she a Priest and 

you aren’t?” So, there are these constant stoking of the flame occasions…” (NRA9). 

 

 

5.6  Superordinate Theme: Making sense 

5.6.1  Subordinate Theme: Seeing God in it 

Making sense of the ‘rejection’ was important for participants. Some (e.g. NRA1) could see God’s 

‘hand’ in the non-recommendation and were able to separate out God from the institution of the 

Church: 

 

“I see God absolutely in it. I think I would have been an absolutely vile Priest. I would 

not have been good at it” (NRA1). 

 

“I’m trusting that’s God’s plan... God has not left me. My faith has not disappeared 

because the Church didn’t want me” (NRA2). 

 

“I do believe that I sinned and came short of the glory of God. But I do believe that I 

should be forgiven. I hurt his wife hugely… Theologically, I could be a murderer in 

prison, ask for forgiveness and become a Priest; but you can’t commit adultery as a 

woman, and become a Priest - according to the Archbishop of XXXX. The Archbishop’s 

attitude was ‘she’s broken’… I think vocation is about finding out God’s purpose for us. 

I do feel that life on earth as a Christian is just to discern God’s purpose for us, and to 
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fulfil that purpose, and to not get in our own way… God’s got a terrific sense of 

humour - and it’s still God’s purpose for me because – I felt, feel, will feel, still feel 

Called to ordained ministry. But I can only glimpse through the glass darkly. I can’t 

know” (NRA9). 

 

“I try my best to think, well if the doors aren’t opening, maybe God is calling me to a 

humble life. Maybe he doesn’t want that at this time - but it won’t go away. I know it 

might sound a little strange, but I had a really powerful encounter with the Lord a 

number of years ago, and I felt he was saying, ‘you’re ordained to me’. Of course, 

there’s nothing outwardly to suggest that’s the case, but I don’t feel I’m rejected by 

the Lord” (NRA3). 

 

“My relationship with God hasn’t changed. I mean the number of times that I’ve stood 

in a Church, and I’ve just felt… It’s hard to describe… I’ve just felt ‘this is where I’m 

meant to be’” (NRA4). 

 

“It was really hard. I got angry at God. I told him what I thought. You know, he’d taken 

me down this far and that close, but I could never get as angry as to leave him. And I 

knew he wouldn’t leave me. But it was a very disillusioned time” (NRA6). 

 

“God is in there and yet the boulders keep getting in the way. In leaving the Church, I 

never left God. In many ways, I feel that I’m closer to him now than I was in that 

period. But, how do I make sense of still feeling that the Anglican communion has got 

some sense of home? It’s a very strange place - very strange. I want to feel at home 

again” (NRA6). 

 

 

5.6.2  Subordinate Theme: Fulfilling my vocation now 

Some participants were able to see that although rejected, the non-recommendation 

enabled them to find another vocation, even if the ‘Calling’ to ordained Ministry hasn’t 

completely gone away: 
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“The thing that I wanted to do was the thing I’ve ended up doing… I think I had to go 

through that process to have got to where I am now. I can only do that looking back. 

Now, looking back, I would not have gone through the experience of the rejection 

from the Church. That was a bitter experience - there’s no doubt about that. But I look 

back now and think ‘thank you, God’. I would have been a square peg in a round hole. 

Now I feel much more a round peg in a round hole, and I’ve got freedom to do what I 

want. I just think, ‘thank goodness it didn’t work out that way; because I would 

probably, by now, have said, ‘oh well. I’ll jack it in’. I think I got caught up in the 

privileging of ordination. I think I was very caught up in that. I think I quite fancied it 

you know” (NRA1). 

 

“So, afterwards I thought, it’s not going away – this Call is not going away. So, I have to 

respond? How do I respond? Well, one thing I can do is carry on doing what I’m doing - 

which I did - I do. But then it sort of transformed into, ‘I’ve got a very strong pull to 

lead a pilgrimage’. I thought, ‘I wonder if this is what God wanted?’ OK, I won’t be 

acceptable no matter what I do – to you (the Church) – but to God… God’s not just 

going away quietly, and going, ‘oh well, I led you up the garden path there’. It was like 

this is how you can express it. So, I began leading pilgrimages. This was hugely 

transformational. This was almost a confirmation. Yes, you’re doing the right thing… 

I’m still listening, but the Church can’t get in my way, if that makes sense. So, I’m still 

listening. The choir is also one of the great joys of my life because when I’m singing – 

and when they’re singing - you can feel the spirit moving. Many of the people in the 

choir are people who wouldn’t get into another choir. So, I feel like I’m listening” 

(NRA2). 

 

“I did think about it. I did pray about it and I thought well, I do see my counselling as a 

pull” (NRA4). 

 

“I’ve said ‘goodbye’ to the Church. I still carry on with Chaplaincy. The Calling never 

went away. I’ve increased the things that I do in the community with music and 

people who have XXXX, and people who don’t want to have XXXX; and I find that it’s 
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very therapeutic for both sides. Also, I think I’ve been ‘blessed’ with a gift that enables 

people to feel safe. When we have coffee and biscuits, people feel okay to share and 

talk about some of the things that are deepest to them. And in some ways, I know I’m 

fulfilling my vocation. I’m doing the priestly thing. And I’ve nearly reached a place 

where I certainly think that if I had been ordained, I might have been smothered by 

the institution. That’s what people who know me say. I wanted to go in and be me, 

and still be able to be creative. But I wonder whether I would have been able to. 

They’re very powerful, VERY. So, this way is better. So, I have successfully given up the 

Church of England - given up Church basically altogether. I’m doing Church in other 

ways - lots of other ways. I haven’t lost my faith in God. I’ve lost my faith in 

institutionalised Churches. And I’ve lost my faith in the God of the creed. I’ve found it 

very emancipating” (NRA5). 

 

“I know I’ve got backing from the Archdeacon, and I’ve got a very fulfilling ministry - 

but it doesn’t stop the longing to go away” (NRA9). 

 

 

5.6.3  Subordinate Theme: Theological 

Apart from what was expressed in Section 5.6.1, not many of the participants were able to reflect 

on their experiences theologically. Those that did, said: 

 

“I do wonder about the theological question. I think about that wounding, of that 

tussle between God and Jacob. And I think about that verse where Jesus was driven 

into the wilderness by the Holy Spirit. And I sometimes think God can be quite rough 

on us - but I wonder, is that right? Almost taken by the scruff of the neck or grabbed 

hold off. I sometimes talk to people about his fierce love. You know, sometimes it can 

feel very fierce” (NRA8). 

 

“That morning, I’d read that lovely passage where Rachel’s being teased by her fellow 

spouse because she can’t have children. I just cried buckets that morning. It just 

triggered this emotional flood which I’d successfully kept supressed” (NRA9). 
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5.6.4  Subordinate Theme: Beyond understanding 

For some participants, the rejection was beyond their understanding - or their ability, 

willingness or readiness to understand. Some (e.g. NRA4) were still trying to find an answer: 

 

“I do think that there was something in the background about me. What it is, I don’t 

know. I’m quite a quiet person until I actually get enthused. I can come across maybe 

too quiet. Maybe that’s what they don’t like. But then I have seen so many curates 

that have just been ordained. Some of them won’t even pass the time of day with you. 

I mean that’s maybe being a bit exaggerated, but they are really quiet. So, I thought, 

well it can’t be that. And then I thought about my husband, but there are women 

priests whose husbands aren’t Christian. So, I thought it can’t be that. Maybe it was 

because I had a row with the DDO back in the very beginning, and that got written into 

my documents. I’d been labelled, because what I noticed was that other DDO that I 

went to see. She was so enthusiastic and supportive of me, and then when I went back 

she said, ‘I’ve got your documents now’, and her whole attitude had completely 

changed” (NRA4). 

 

5.6.5  Subordinate Theme: Psychological 

In spite of all of the participants being Counsellors, there was only some limited attempt to try and 

understand their vocation from a psychological perspective. These included issues linked to 

childhood (NRA5); issues of belonging (NRA7); and issues of identity (NRA9): 

 

“I came to the conclusion that whilst my calling was genuine, my relationship with the 

Church was very unhealthy and was based on my psychological issues from childhood. 

I could not identify the Church as separate from my parents. So, there was a very 

complex thing going on. I still felt that my vocation was real, and that the Church’s way 

of handling the whole process, I felt, was rubbish - total rubbish. Absolutely abusive. 

Definitely abusive, but badly organised” (NRA5). 
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“I think sometimes it’s about life. Doors open, doors shut. We can take opportunities, 

or we can bury our head. I think, looking at my life, that I’ve been very fortunate. I 

really enjoy what I do, and I have done since. So, I feel very fortunate. I think my only 

concern is where I am spiritually at the moment. I think that’s an ongoing thing 

actually. I’m not in any established fellowship at the moment. I haven’t been for a few 

years. Where do I belong?” (NRA7). 

 

“People who’ve been refused, who don’t have psychotherapy experience, have huge 

emotional upheaval that they don’t have the adult strength, the adult ego state 

strength to contain. So, they have a huge sense of loss of identity – a discounting of 

who they are, and what they thought was their purpose. And it leaves them with a lot 

of anger, and a lot of grief. The Church is not good at picking up its mess. So, if 

someone has been refused, there are very few that are that where that pain can be 

contained. The Church’s angle is, ‘we will discern whether your call is present’. That is 

such an arrogant statement. Therefore, if they don’t discern it, it’s not there and they 

therefore don’t have to pick up the pieces, would be my take on how the Church 

handles it - which is brutal when you are dealing with people’s inner most feelings, 

thoughts, desires” (NRA9). 

 

5.7 Summary 

This Chapter has presented an analysis of the thick data from the non-recommended applicants. 

Chapter 6 will present the discussion of these data, along with the data from the DDO – comparing 

and contrasting what has emerged with the published literature. 
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Stage Three: Theological 

Chapter 6: Discussion 

 

The research question that underpins this thesis is: ‘How does having one’s sense of 

vocation for ordained ministry rejected by the Church impact at a psychological and 

theological level?’ The aims of the research are: 

• To explore how having one’s sense of vocation for ordained ministry rejected by the 

Church impacts on individuals at a psychological and theological level; and 

• To better understand the implications for selection and pastoral care. 

This chapter integrates and critiques the data and the literature in an attempt to answer the 

research question and meet the aims. The core purpose of this research is to enable better 

pastoral care for those who are not recommended for ordained priesthood. 

It is not the task of this research to question whether the decisions about non-

recommendation of a candidate were ‘right’, as in hearing the lived-experience of the 

participants, we are hearing only one side of each situation. Nor is the task of this thesis to 

judge the Church of England, as it is made up of flawed human beings just like any other 

institution. Instead, this chapter will focus on establishing how non-recommendation is 

theologically and psychologically integrated (or not), and on what aspects of the selection 

process created ‘unnecessary’ difficulty for the participants, so that ways of pastorally 

improving the selection process can be recommended; and ways of pastorally caring for 

those whose vocation to ordained ministry has not been recognised by the Church can be 

recommended for both during the process of selection and after. As such, the purpose is 

theologically arguably one of ‘salvation’ – i.e. to enable a transformation from one reality 

into a new and better reality (Morris, 2011; 2014). 

 

6.1 Theological and psychological (dis)integration  

6.1.1 The felt-sense of being Called and the impact of non-recommendation 

The data in Section 5.3 indicate that most participants’ sense of Calling was characterised by 

a ‘pull’ and/or a ‘yearning’ which was experienced over many years, and which would not go 

away – but which when voiced to ‘trusted others’ was largely supported and encouraged by 

them (Section 5.3.3). This concurs with Ogden’s (1990) sense of ‘inner oughtness’ which is 
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‘bigger than ourselves’ (p.209). Biblical examples of Calling attest to this sense of ‘pull’ 

and/or ‘yearning’ through which God speaks (Lawson and Mursell, 2014), but how that links 

with notions of fulfilment of the ‘true self’ (Neafsey, 2004; Winnicott, 1965) remains unclear 

and debatable (Bracke, 2014; Egenolf, 2003), except that Hankle (2010) suggests that Calling 

consists of a mixture of inner and divine promptings, which, when responded to, is akin to a 

‘coming-out’ process (p.205). The Calling thus seems to be embedded in a vulnerable and 

tentative part of ‘self’ which needs to be supported in the process of selection, and which 

becomes rejected when a person is not recommended for ordination training. From the 

data, this seems especially so, when the discernment process lasts for more than one year, 

with encouragement given all the way, except at the final hurdle – the BAP.  

The data indicate that the experience of such rejection of Calling to ordained ministry 

goes very deep. Section 5.4.4 records this as: “I felt confused… upset… rejected… angry” 

(NRA4); “I went into the darkest depression I’ve ever been in… my whole landscape was 

empty… It was horrific, absolutely horrific… I completely lost my whole sense of me… 

(NRA5); “I wept for a year… (NRA8). The literature records the experience as: “I was 

heartbroken…” (Nancekievill, 2017); “How do you mourn something that you don’t feel is 

dead?” (Paveley, 2017). Thorp (2004) uses powerful terms such as ‘they’ve dumped me out 

in the cold and left me to die’, of feeling ‘violated’, ‘robbed’ and of being ‘emotionally and 

spiritually raped’ (p.5). As in ‘coming out’ to one’s sexuality (Davies and Neil, 1996, pp.66-

85) and in pastorally working with possible spiritual abuse, the pastoral process needs to be 

fundamentally characterised by ‘respect’ (Pembroke, 2017), acceptance and empathy 

(Layzell, 1999). 

 

6.1.2 The confusing nature of vocation to ordained ministry: a Personal Calling, but mostly 
a Corporate Calling 

 
On the CofE website on selection (e.g. https://www.churchofengland.org/life-

events/vocations/exploring-ordained-ministry/understanding-selection), in their literature 

on vocation in the CofE (e.g. Lawson and Mursell, 2014) and in the literature on the 

selection process (Ministry Division, 2017) (see also Section 2.4.2), primary - although not 

sole - importance is placed on an individual’s sense of personal vocation. “It is the thing that 

sustains a person through the thick and thin of ministry… [through the] times when you 

hang on with finger-tips to that sense of Calling…” (DDO8, Section 4.2.2). However, the 

https://www.churchofengland.org/life-events/vocations/exploring-ordained-ministry/understanding-selection
https://www.churchofengland.org/life-events/vocations/exploring-ordained-ministry/understanding-selection
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literature in Chapter 2 indicates that the scriptural justification for the necessity of personal 

Call to ordained ministry is problematic and confused – or even non-existent. Stevens (1999, 

p.4) argues that there are no biblical examples of a personal (or subjective) ‘Call’ to ordained 

ministry, and people entering leadership of the early Church are either made by the casting 

of the lot, or by appointment by the community (i.e. an objective Call), rather than through 

personal Calling. The sole biblical example of ordination to priesthood (i.e. Aaron and his 

sons) was initiated by God, through Moses, and ordained priesthood then became a 

birthright of those from the tribe of Levi – with no personal Calling seemingly needed. Yet, 

the data in this research indicates that all of those who felt Called to apply for ordained 

ministry, except for NRA7, did so because of some sense of ‘pull’ or ‘deep yearning’, which 

they recognised as, or attributed to be, a personal Call from God (Section 5.3.1) - to which 

they eventually responded. In the discernment process, the DDOs also looked for that 

internal sense of Calling (Section 4.2.2 & Section 4.3.1), although some DDOs were 

suspicious of some expressions of eagerness, attribution and certainty in that Call as being 

to ordination. “I’m always … worried if people are a little bit keen on, ‘I believe I’m Called to 

be a Priest’” (DDO4, Section 4.3.1). Yet, the data from this research indicate that the Call to 

ordination is more corporate and functional, and less about a personal Call from God. 

“There’s whether you believe you’re Called, and whether the Church believes you’re Called 

– and the two have to knit together” (DDO4, Section 4.3). 

Reiss (2013) and Babcock (1998) have described this dilemma - i.e. whether vocation 

to ordained ministry is first-and-foremost a Call from God (a personal vocation) or a Call of 

the Church (i.e. a corporate vocation) - to be a theologically ‘muddled’ one (Reiss, 2013, p.3; 

Dewar, 1991, pp.8-14). Soria (1975) states that God’s Call is objective and comes from God’s 

eternal plan and cannot be reduced to mere human choice; and Thomas (1911) states that 

“selection for Ministry must come from Christ himself, and must be due to His personal 

relation to the soul… A divine Calling is imperative” (p.6). “This Call will not be primarily 

through the Church or the Bishop, but it is the internal work of the Holy Spirit” (Thomas, 

1911, p.16). However, others (e.g. Reiss, 2013; Dewar, 1991) conclude that God’s will is 

more general and includes the desire for God’s Church to be adequately led. “I care about 

the Church. I think that people who are ordained when perhaps they shouldn’t be ordained, 

wreak havoc… they damage other people and they damage themselves” (DDO7, Section 

4.3.4). How that decision-making is done, and by whom, is left to human beings to decide 
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for themselves, and it is for human beings – in the form of the Church - to take responsibility 

for their own decisions (Reiss, 2013). Babcock (1998) suggests that God gives us gifts, and it 

is for human beings to decide if their gifts might most constructively be used in the ministry 

of the Church, and then it is for the Church to decide if it wants to authorise them. As the 

Church has that role, so it must be involved in the appointment of its clergy – even if it is 

evident from Scripture that God sometimes chooses those whom the world rejects (see 

Section 2.3.1).  

However, if a candidate believes that primary importance is given to their sense of 

personal vocation, which has been discerned over many years (Hankle, 2010), they may 

believe that it is countering God’s will for the Church to overturn it; and if discernment is to 

be a corporate activity, which is governed by an enforced criterion, how can the Church 

truly discern the right person if God uses those who do not ‘fit the mould’? (Lawson and 

Mursell, 2014). Is there still a place for discerning the ‘prophet’ in ordained ministry (e.g. 

people who usually don’t fit the mould but, instead, challenge the system)?  

The data from this research and the literature on the selection process clearly indicate 

that it is the Church’s Call that leads to ordination, not necessarily God’s Call (although 

God’s purpose will hopefully be in the Church’s Call). Therefore, where the Church says ‘no’ 

to a candidate in the selection process, it is inappropriate to conclude that it is not God’s will 

for a person to be ordained and also inappropriate to conclude that God may be Calling 

them to something else, as some DDOs suggest (see Section 4.5.4). Instead, it is more 

appropriate for the Church to own the process as being its own discernment (or Calling), 

and not to consider it to be primarily God’s Calling. The literature suggests that selection for 

ordained ministry isn’t a process that is based in Scripture, but rather it is a man-made 

institution (with all the personality issues, personal ‘chemistry’, human flaws, agendas [see 

Section 4.3.7] and political dimension which that entails) – although it is hopefully God-

inspired. ‘Whilst choosing together under the guidance of the Spirit is the assured practice, 

discernment is a venture of faith’ (Thorp, 2004, p.13). The CofE has to operate in society 

which is governed by cultural norms, vulnerable persons’ legislation, employment law, 

professional expectations and standards. The Church is obligated to staff its leadership roles 

with those who can function well within current ‘secular’, as well as ‘priestly’, expectations – 

with people whom they consider to be ‘suitable’ (see Section 4.3.4). It is thus arguably 

better to be more explicit about the needs and functions of being Priest (see Section 4.2.6) 
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in the ‘marketing’ and ‘encouraging’ of vocation to ordained ministry, than to emphasise 

vocation from biblical examples as it has been in the past. A more appropriate question to 

ask of potential candidates might be: “Do you have gifts that the Church can use in ordained 

ministry? If so, the Church is Calling you to use those gifts in its work for God” – rather than, 

“Do you feel God is Calling you to ordained ministry?” 

If primary consideration is given to a personal sense of Calling, and a person is 

convinced that their Calling is from God, then it has already been made sacred within the 

psyche of the person. A consequence of this is that the hurt of the rejection is greater. So, it 

is better to emphasise in the selection material that selection is more about the ‘Calling of 

the Church’, than it is about the ‘Calling of God’, with less emphasis placed on vocation from 

examples in the Bible, and greater emphasis placed on Biblical passages from Acts in which 

the Church community explicitly selects. In doing so, rather than the outcome being 

perceived as the will of God, with all the confusion which that engenders to someone who 

has already wrestled with their sense of vocation for over a year, they may better 

understand the ‘humanness’ of the selection decision (i.e. that it is the Church who has not 

selected them, rather than it is God who hasn’t), than feel that the decision is ‘ordained’, 

and that they are therefore rejected, by God – for theologically, God is not a rejecting God. 

Thorp (2004, pp.8-11) explores two Biblical passages in relation to God’s ‘choosing’, 

which relate to two sets of brothers – Cain and Abel (Genesis 4:1-5), and Jacob and Esau 

(Genesis 25: 22-23). God seemingly gives Cain the challenge of wrestling with the 

disappointment of not being chosen, so as not to fall into sin (Genesis 4:5-7). ‘God’s desire is 

for Cain to find a pathway through the resentment to grace and blessing’ (Thorp, 2004, p.9). 

However, Cain was not able to accept the inequity of God’s choice, resulting in the murder 

of his brother Abel. Esau, on the other hand, feeling robbed of his birthright, and enduring 

thoughts of murderous revenge (Genesis 27:41), was eventually able to overcome his 

feelings (after much struggle, but not until after Jacob had to flee for his own safety) so as to 

embody the divine likeness of Grace (Genesis 33:10). Throughout the Bible, God’s choosing 

is not rational, and inequity abounds.  

‘Reconciling the mystery and inequity of this God with how we might want him 

to behave is deeply challenging… What would seem to be consistently the case, 

however, is that God’s choice of one does not imply unacceptability of another. 

The love and mercy that was extended to Cain, and the grace that worked 
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abundantly in Esau, is available to all who wrestle with the challenge of not being 

chosen’ (Thorp, 2004, p.11). 

 

Thorp (pp.11-15) states that there is a difference, where God is concerned, between ‘not 

being chosen’ and being ‘rejected’11. Different words are used in the Hebrew for each of 

these concepts. An example of outright rejection of someone by God is Saul (1 Samuel 15:1-

35), where God’s rejection is not arbitrary but is the result of Saul’s own rejection of God. 

Whereas, David’s brothers (1 Samuel 16: 1-13) were not chosen (except for Eliab, when the 

Hebrew word for rejection is used) because they were not what God was looking for. 

However, we are not told the effect on David’s brothers - especially Eliab who might rightly 

have expected to have been chosen as the eldest - of not being chosen by Samuel, and they 

may have experienced it as rejection. Rejection is arguably in the perception of the receiver, 

rather than necessarily in the intention of the giver. Thorp (2004) concludes that ‘there is no 

vocabulary of rejection in the context of divine Calling. God chooses his team. The rest of the 

players are not rejected; usually they are not mentioned. Whatever the silence may feel like, 

it does not carry any implication of God as rejecter’ (p.12). 

It is evident from the NRA data, that all participants were able to see, after a period of 

journeying with the hurt, that it was the institution who had rejected them, and not God – 

and that the residual pastoral issues were largely about ‘spiritual belonging’ and ‘shame’ 

(see Section 5.6.5). 

 

6.1.3 Theologically making sense of non-recommendation and its aftermath  

Some DDOs (Section 4.4.1) expressed uncertainty in knowing if a person’s Calling was from 

God and felt that it was more of an Ecclesial Call. They took their lead biblically from Acts 6, 

and from the Ordinal, to justify the role of the Church community, on whose behalf the DDO 

was acting, in exercising choice for who had stewardship over “the treasure that is now 

entrusted to you… Christ’s own flock, bought by the shedding of His blood on the cross” 

(DDO2; Sections 4.4.2 & 4.4.3). Obedience to the wider Church’s discernment was felt to be 

important in that process (DDO3; Section 4.4.5), and it was God’s gift of grace which was 

being discerned and affirmed by the Church community (DDO3: Section 4.4.6). With regard 

 
11 According to Thorp (2004, p.11), ‘being rejected carried an accusation of spiritual failure and a penalty of 

divine judgment‘.  
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to non-selection and its aftermath (Section 5.5.6), God would be “in the shit” (DDO6; 

Section 4.4.9) as “He was with Christ in His brokenness” (DDO8; Section 4.4.8). DDO8 felt 

that in biblical corporate Callings (e.g. to Israel), people got hurt (Section 4.4.10). 

Some NRAs could see God’s hand in their rejection (Section 5.6.1), e.g. NRA1 could see 

retrospectively (25 years on) that she wouldn’t have made a good Priest; NRA2 felt that God 

had another plan for her which she was trusting; NRA3 felt she was being given an 

opportunity to embrace humility, and NRA9 felt that she was atoning for her sins, but that 

she deserved forgiveness from the Church – “Theologically, I could be a murderer in prison, 

ask for forgiveness and become a Priest; but you can’t commit adultery as a woman and 

become a Priest” (NRA9; Section 5.6.1). NRA6 felt closer to God even though the boulders 

were getting in the way of her relationship with the Church. Some were able to find another 

satisfying vocation (Section 5.6.2) through Counselling and Chaplaincy, but the longing 

hadn’t gone away for some (NRA9) - especially when they attended various events which the 

Church hosts to celebrate or encourage vocations (Section 5.5.6), or when they encountered 

less-competent Priests (NRA9). However, some were left still trying to theologically make 

sense of the experience (Section 5.6.4). Biblically, NRA8 and NRA9 sought to make sense of 

their experience through reference to the struggle between Jacob and God (Genesis 32:22-

32), and through Jesus’ wilderness experience (Matthew 4: 1-11) – “Almost taken by the 

scruff of the neck or grabbed hold of. I sometimes talk to people about His fierce love…” 

(NRA8; Section 5.6.3). 

 

6.1.4 Psychologically making sense of non-recommendation and its aftermath 

In terms of trying to make psychological sense of vocation (Section 4.5.11), DDO3 made links 

with ‘individuation’ – “Something about being who we were created to be…”. This may 

correlate with Hankle’s (2010) ‘coming out’ process. DDO7 made reference to the desire that 

some applicants have to fulfil the Jungian archetypes of ‘hero’ and ‘wise person’ which are 

often projected onto priesthood. Therefore, non-recommendation can tap into strong 

feelings associated with these archetypes, creating confusion of purpose and identity – i.e. I 

discerned I was being Called to be a Priest, so ‘Who am I now (?)’ - and questioning their 

sense of themselves and their ability to discern and trust in their inner wisdom/compass 

(Silf, 1999), take risks and act courageously. 
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Given that all of the NRAs were Counsellors/Psychotherapists, surprisingly only three 

attempted to make sense of their experience from a psychological perspective. For some, 

issues of self-fulfilment were present (Neafsey, 2004), as the data suggest that vocation to 

ordained Priesthood can potentially include issues linked to childhood, belonging and 

identity (Section 5.6.5). For NRA5, the Church was intrinsically linked with her parental 

identity and expectations, in that her father was a Priest and there was an expectation from 

them, and unconsciously from her, that the Church would play a significant part in her life. 

For NRA7, the Church represented a place of spiritual belonging, and for NRA9 it was linked 

to her identity through her parental connections and expectations. It was also these that 

were being rejected or disappointed through non-recommendation.  

 

6.2 Pastoral Care  

The data demonstrate the importance and necessity of pastoral care, both in informing the 

selection procedures and processes, and in what is offered as support during and after the 

selection process. 

 

6.2.1 The negative experience of selection 

The experience of selection was highly problematic for most of the NRAs. However, that 

does not mean that it is a highly problematic experience for most applicants12.  

Speaking initially with their incumbent about their Calling (Section 5.3.2) proved to be 

very encouraging for some (e.g. NRA1; NRA2; NRA4) and difficult for others (e.g. NRA6; 

NRA8). Where difficulties occurred, it was due to a mismatch of theological expectations 

(e.g. the NRA wasn’t evangelical enough for her Priest to be able to recommend her, or that 

she was a woman and her Priest didn’t agree with women Priests) or uncertainty about how 

supportive the Priest felt through expressions of ambivalence. Some Priests took a long time 

to do nothing about writing a letter of recommendation (NRA6). A change of incumbent 

during the discernment process, from one who was encouraging, to one who was indifferent 

or unsupportive, was unhelpful (e.g. NRA3; NRA6).  

The discernment period in some dioceses lasted between one year and two years 

duration. The DDOs felt that this was necessary to provide rigour (Section 4.3.5) and 

 
12 Harrison (2017) suggests that between 20 and 25 per cent of those who go to a BAP are not recommended for a variety 

of reasons, although it is not evident how reliable those figures are. 
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opportunity for discernment, coaching and the testing of aptitude through individual 

interviews, group experiences and placement opportunity. Some NRAs, however, 

experienced the discernment process as abusive (Section 5.3.4 & Section 5.3.5).  Difficult 

experiences included encounters with unsuitable Vocations Advisors, DDOs and Bishops 

who: got inappropriately angry (NRA4); exercised power inappropriately – “I have the power 

to let you through this…” (NRA2); demanded essays to be written in a certain way (NRA2); 

didn’t listen (NRA5); were not clear in their guidance and expectations (NRA5); didn’t hold 

trust but broke confidentiality (NRA5); demanded obedience inappropriately (NRA2); 

needed to break a person’s spirit in order to mould them (NRA9); demanded a certain 

language of theological expression to conform with their own preferred theological position 

(NRA2; NRA5); inappropriately demanded to know what a previous partner felt about their 

application for ministry (NRA9); displayed threatening behaviour (NRA2); used inappropriate 

language to express unsuitability – e.g. “You are too old, you’re female and people like you 

are keeping young, celibate males out of ministry” (NRA9); didn’t allow applicants to read 

the reports on them (NRA2; NRA5); and lacked transparency in the reasons for their 

decisions (NRA2; NRA4). Whilst some clergy struggle from work-related stress (Hudson, 

2015; Gubi and Korris, 2015), much of what was expressed by the NRAs indicated spiritual 

abuse (Kinmond and Oakley, 2015; Oakley and Kinmond, 2013; Layzell, 1999) and 

inappropriate behaviour which contravenes the CofE’s (2015) Guidelines for the Professional 

Conduct of Clergy.  

Not all NRAs were emotionally ready to attend the BAP (Section 5.4.1), and the BAP 

experience wasn’t conducive to getting the best from them. In Section 5.4.2, the NRAs’ lived 

experience was one of having to play a game by rules which were unclear (i.e. there were 

hidden agendas). Throw away comments from some selectors undermined their confidence; 

the formation of friendships or of keeping contact with other participants was discouraged; 

selectors weren’t open to honest dialogue about the Church; and some selectors weren’t 

primarily interested in ‘knowing’ the candidate but focussed more in seeking to determine 

that the candidate fitted the selector’s understanding of the selection agenda. This 

sometimes resulted in a misuse of power (Section 5.4.3).  

The aftermath of the BAP (Section 5.4.4 & Section 5.4.5), for some, was one of 

disorientation in the journey home (NRA2). Some experienced difficulty in reintegrating with 

their congregations who had expected them to be accepted for ministry, because of carrying 
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a sense of shame (NRA1; NRA2; NRA7; NRA8). Some Priests unhelpfully dealt with the 

aftermath by no longer involving the person in taking some services that they had presided 

at before they went for selection (NRA4); and NRA1 was asked to leave her Church because 

the Priest couldn’t cope with the fallout. The wording of some BAP letters was difficult to 

receive, especially if the person and those around them were not able to recognise the 

person being described (NRA5; NRA7). 

 

6.2.2 Follow-up Pastoral Care 

The DDOs recognised that the main follow-up pastoral support was provided by the Parish 

Priest (Section 4.5.5). However, there was some recognition that not all Parish Priests had 

adequate training for supporting NRAs (DDO5). Some NRAs (Section 5.5.1) experienced the 

care of their Priest to be highly supportive (e.g. NRA2; NRA5), whilst another experienced 

rejection (NRA1). Some DDOs did offer counselling support or spiritual direction through 

their diocese, but this was not consistent practice across dioceses due to funding. This left 

some NRAs having to seek out, and pay for, their own support (Section 5.5.4) – an issue that 

was acknowledged by some DDOs (Section 4.5.6). 

The DDOs felt that their pastoral care was evident (Sections 4.5.1, 4.5.2, & 4.5.4) in 

their speed of response in contacting the NRA after receiving the BAP verdict; through 

providing face-to-face debriefing meetings; through working with NRAs to discern another 

Calling; and through clarifying the issues raised and putting them in writing.  Some DDOs 

expressed some difficulty and inappropriateness in being able to offer an on-going 

supportive role, because they were too associated with the selection process (DDO6; DDO7). 

Section 5.5.2 concurs with this support offered by the DDOs from the NRAs perspectives. 

Where it became problematic was in being kept waiting – “I couldn’t see him for nearly 

another week. I was left completely on my own, in a very odd limbo” (NRA5). 

Pastoral care was also offered by some of the congregations – “A lady came up to me… 

and just said, ‘I don’t care whether you want a hug or not, but you’re having one…’” (NRA5). 

However, NRA1 experienced rejection from her congregation – “I would have got over the 

rejection… fairly soon… if I’d had the support of the congregation” (NRA1). 
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6.2.3  Improving the process of selection 

The NRAs (see Section 5.4.7) identified the following ways of improving the selection 

process: 

 
6.2.3.1  Rethinking the necessity and processes of BAP as a means of selection 

The Church of England Ministry Division website describes the process of selection as being 

‘more like a pilgrimage of discovery than an examination’ (Ministry Division, 2019); and 

yet, Myers’ (2019) research highlights a significant amount of ‘coaching’ of ‘BAP speak’ 

that occurs in the discernment process, making it ‘white, male, able-bodied and middle 

class’ (p.178), to the detriment of honouring difference - theological or otherwise.  Whilst 

the BAP is arguably a rigorous process (DDO3; DDO7), some of the data questioned the 

appropriateness of BAP as a process for selecting potential ordained clergy - especially as it 

was experienced as being more like an examination than a pilgrimage of discovery. NRA1 

likened it to “selection at Sandhurst for officer training… It’s instant death on the BAP really” 

(Section 5.4.7). DDO8 (Section 4.3.6) acknowledged that the BAP process is ‘heavy on the 

one-to-one stuff”, which is reliant on personal chemistry and thus is hostage to subjective 

judgment and to the readiness and ability of a candidate ‘on the day’. It is evident, in the 

data, that some NRAs experienced the BAP process as ‘hostile’ - which inhibited them, rather 

than gave them opportunity to flourish and to demonstrate their ability. As an outsider 

researcher, I am left questioning what the value of a process is, which relies almost solely on 

the views of three people (i.e. the selectors - informed by reports, recommendations and 

references), and which gives their views precedence over and above those who have 

journeyed with a candidate through placements and through a lengthy and thorough, in-

depth discernment process, lasting over a year or two. It seems that the candidate’s 

vocation is assessed by people who won’t ever get to know the candidate authentically 

because of the pressurised and false process that is BAP. Whilst clergy do have to thrive and 

function in environments where they can’t always be completely authentic, that is achieved 

after theological training, whereas BAP selection happens before any training for ordained 

ministry is conducted. The reliance on unanimity of all selectors to determine the outcome 

potentially holds the outcome hostage to the one who won’t give in to the views of the 

other two selectors. If one selector holds a firm theological position and maintains a 

principled stance, then the other two selectors either have to submit to what that person 
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thinks, or a decision isn’t reached. This may favour candidates of a more evangelical 

persuasion if one selector is adamantly evangelical or/and against women Priests. DDO3 

(Section 4.3.7) questioned the adequacy of continuing training for selectors, and the 

demographic subset from which selectors were chosen, which may limit their competency in 

the role. 

 

6.2.3.2  Having appropriate systems for challenging the misuse of power 

Section 5.3.4 highlights occasional misuse of power which, in a process that demands 

candidates to open up to their areas of vulnerability and exposure of their personal issues, is 

highly inappropriate and unethical (non-maleficence). Where such experiences occur, it 

seems important to have robust systems for complaint and investigation in place. The data 

reveal that these misuses of power can occur throughout each stage of the process – from a 

Parish Priest who won’t recommend a candidate because of theological differences or 

gender preference (e.g. NRA6); to a DDO who demands essays to be written with a particular 

theological stance that isn’t owned by, or doesn’t reflect the beliefs of, the candidate (NRA2; 

Myers, 2019)), or who states that he has “the power to put you through or not” (NRA2); to a 

Bishop who isn’t able to deal with challenge but instead demands obedience (e.g. NRA4; 

NRA5), or who makes humiliating comments about age and character (NRA9); to an 

Archbishop whose decision about Canon C4 is beyond appeal (NRA9). The inability to 

challenge this power through appropriate systems is tantamount to spiritual abuse 

(Kinmond and Oakley, 2015; Oakley and Kinmond, 2013; Layzell, 1999) and contravenes the 

CofE’s (2015) Guidelines for the Professional Conduct of Clergy. 

 

6.2.3.3  Increasing standardisation in the process 

Although the criteria for discernment are centralised through the Archbishops’ Council (CofE, 

2014a; Ministry Division, 2017), it is clear from the data that each diocese and DDO has 

responsibility for how the discernment process operates (Section 4.3.5), and who therefore 

goes forward for BAP selection. This can lead to something of a postcode lottery, with 

inconsistent practices across the CofE.  
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6.2.3.4  Increasing transparency in the process 

The data reveal that the inability of NRAs to read reports and references in some dioceses 

was a key issue for those who weren’t recommended (e.g. NRA2; NRA4) - and left some still 

seeking reasons for non-recommendation (e.g. NRA4). This is a use of inappropriate power 

and is arguably illegal practice (Data Protection Act, 2018). NRA5 stated that she “wasn’t… 

given the selection criteria for well over a year”, and she wasn’t informed that it was online – 

even though it is readily accessible online.  

 

6.2.3.5  Increasing opportunities for debriefing after BAP 

NRA1 stated that she felt so disorientated after her BAP experience, that she was unable to 

drive home without incident (Section 5.4.4). NRA5 witnessed people sobbing after their 

interviews and sobbed herself after her own interview (Section 5.4.3). NRA5 suggested that 

having someone to debrief with immediately after BAP was necessary, “because you come 

from the other planet in a mess” (Section 5.4.7). It seems wise in avoiding harm to the 

participants, and exercising a duty of care, to offer some form of debriefing immediately 

after BAP. 

 

6.2.3.6  Better report writing to take better account of the impact of words on the 
 recipient 
 

NRA7 called for greater care to be given to the way that the outcome letter of BAP was 

written, with due attention paid especially to the wording and impact of the wording on the 

recipient (Section 5.4.7), given the potential adverse impact of the report (see Section 5.4.5) 

on psychological and spiritual wellbeing.  

 
 

6.2.3.7  Greater openness to other forms of ordained ministry other than 
 through a Parish Priest route 

 

Several of the NRAs (e.g. NRA3; NRA5; NRA8) sought ordination in order to fulfil a 

sacramental ministry in contexts other than as a stipendiary Parish Priest, e.g. Chaplaincy. 

However, the selection process and ordination training seem focussed only on curacy and 

Priesthood in a parish context. It was thought that a greater openness to ordination within 
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other contexts of ministry would be a helpful way of affirming other vocations, as being of 

equal value, through ordination. 

 
6.2.3.8  Greater opportunity for exploring the discernment of other vocations 

 prior to pursuing ordained ministry through formal processes 
 

Several of the DDOs (see Section 4.5.4) helped NRAs to discern other forms of vocation after 

non-recommendation. However, NRA1 felt that it would be helpful to offer a process of 

discernment that encompassed forms of ministry other than ordained Parish ministry, before 

going forwards to the BAP (see Section 5.5.5). 

 
6.2.3.9  Looking out for discrimination against women 

A number of NRAs stated that their gender counted against them in the selection process 

(e.g. NRA3; NRA5; NRA6; NRA8), and it is highly notable that eight out of the nine NRAs were 

female. That may be indicative that more women than men are ‘not recommended’, or it 

may be that women are more prepared to speak about their experiences than men. As 

figures from the CofE Ministry Division are not in the public domain, which might determine 

what proportion of women to men are not recommended for ordination training, it is 

difficult to determine if sexual discrimination still prevails in the selection process, as seems 

to have happened historically. So, it is difficult to draw any conclusions for the current 

selection situation as some of the NRAs’ experiences date back to a time when the CofE was 

just beginning to embrace the ministry of women Priests (i.e. some 25 years ago). What can 

be concluded, however, is that the issue of sexual discrimination may still persist, and thus 

should be guarded against. 

 

6.2.4 Improving the pastoral care of those who face rejection 

Some of the dioceses offered counselling and/or spiritual direction to NRAs (see Section 

4.5.6). However, there are cost implications which not all dioceses can afford (e.g. DDO2), 

and there was inconsistency in the provision (see Section 5.5.4). There was a recognition by 

some DDOs (e.g. DDO3) that NRAs may not want, or need, counselling immediately after 

their non-recommendation, but may need it in some months’ time. Therefore, maintaining 

some contact as a follow-up with NRAs was felt to be important. Some dioceses prepared 

candidates for the possibility of rejection by putting the candidates in touch with the person 
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they could turn to if the need arose (e.g. DDO4), with whom they had a preliminary meeting 

prior to the BAP. The data in Section 5.5.4 indicate that not all NRAs appreciate what is 

offered by dioceses because of dual boundaries and questions over competence but prefer 

instead to seek their own support mechanisms that are separate from diocesan provision. In 

these cases, offering to help with costs incurred might be appropriate. 

Some dioceses (e.g. DDO6) conducted a psychological assessment as part of their 

selection process. However, this wasn’t standard practice across the dioceses – in fact, it was 

very rare practice. In preparing for the deep effect of rejection, Thorp (2004, pp.20-21) 

suggests that careful attention needs to be paid to the following areas within each candidate 

in the process of selection, which may be indicative of a damaging response to rejection and 

so needs careful pastoral holding: 

• Low self-esteem; 

• A history of loss or disappointed expectation; 

• A theology that cannot accommodate the challenge of experience; 

• Definite and high expectations of the Christian life and the ordering of the Church’s 

ministry; 

• Heavy investment in the Ministry role for which the person has offered; 

• Poor support systems;  

• Experience of abuse (sexual, physical, emotional). 

None of these are causes to reject someone in the process of selection, in and of 

themselves. However, Thorp (2004) concludes that it needs to be clear from the start that 

rejection is one possible outcome of the corporate discernment process. ‘Rejection did not 

come as a nasty shock to Jesus; he was prepared for the cost of his journey of obedience’ 

(p.21). 

Although writing from a context of Calling and vocation at work, Dik and Duffy (2008) 

suggest three questions that need to be worked through when counselling clients towards 

finding their vocation: “When it comes down to it, what ultimately is most important in life?” 

“How would you describe your overall purpose in life?” and “Where do you try to find 

answers to questions of purpose and meaningfulness?” (p.441). In working through religious 

vocation, clients are likely to manifest some sense of expectation that answers will be made 

known to them through inspiration or revelation. Clients may therefore need to be 
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encouraged to see the discernment process as involving self-examination and assess their 

personal ‘fit’ with other opportunities, if the door to ordination has been closed to them.  

 

6.3 Summary 

This chapter has critically integrated the data and the literature and provided some insights 

that could help to put pastoral care more at the centre of selection processes, and inform 

better pastoral care for non-recommended applicants, during and after the selection 

processes. In the final chapter, the limitations of the research will be considered, and ways 

of furthering the research will be put forward. The Thesis will make implications for the 

practice of selection. 
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Stage 4: Reformulating Revised Practice 

Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, the limitations of the research will be discussed, and ways in which the 

research can be furthered will be suggested. Based on the data, suggestions for practice will 

be made. This research has sought to answer the research question: ‘How does having one’s 

sense of vocation for ordained ministry rejected by the Church impact at a psychological and 

theological level?’ – with the aims of the research being: 

• To explore how having one’s sense of vocation for ordained ministry rejected by the 

Church impacts on individuals at a psychological and theological level; and 

• To better understand the implications for selection and pastoral care. 

The core purpose of this research is to enable better pastoral care for those who are not 

recommended for ordained priesthood. 

 

7.1 Limitations of the research 

Arguably, the research is limited: 

• By the lens that I, as researcher, have brought to the research. In qualitative 

research, ‘bias’ is a questionable entity. Instead, there is recognition that the values 

and experiences of the researcher shape the lens through which the data and 

literature are evaluated. Another researcher would bring a different lens to bear on 

the data. Therefore, no universal claims will be made from this research, but the 

research will offer ‘pointers’ towards possible practice and further research;  

• By the research being contextualised within the CofE. Other Christian 

denominations have different selection systems and ways of understanding 

ordained ministry. Therefore, it may not be possible to generalise the findings from 

this research to other denominational contexts; 

• By the inclusion criteria of the non-recommended applicants (Stage 2 participants - 

see Section 3.1 and Section 3.2.2); 

• By the small sample size of the participants (DDO: n=8; NRA: n=9), which whilst 

being suitable for an IPA study (Smith et al., 2009; 1999), arguably limits the 
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generalisability of the research, although it illuminates the lived experience of the 

participants and can still inform the future practice of selection; 

• By not limiting the research to participants with more recent experience, as the 

selection processes have changed (Reiss, 2013) between the experience of NRA1, 

who was not recommended 25 years ago, and NRA3 who was not recommended 6 

years ago (see Section 5.1). It is arguably difficult to assess the current selection 

systems based on distant experience, although the learning for pastoral care is still 

relevant and the issues of theological and psychological integration remain the 

same. 

 

7.2 Areas identified for further research 

The research could be furthered in a number of ways, through: 

• a follow-up study which repeats the research with a greater sample size of non-

recommended applicants only; 

• contextualising the research in a different Christian denomination and 

comparing/contrasting the insights gained with this research; 

• the use of an online qualitative survey to gather a greater evidence-base; 

• seeking participants with more recent experience of non-recommendation and who 

are not counsellors nor pastoral carers. 

 

7.3 Answering the research question 

In answering the research question: ‘How does having one’s sense of vocation for ordained 

ministry rejected by the Church impact at a psychological and theological level?’, the data 

and literature reveal that psychologically, the process of discernment is akin to a ‘coming 

out’ process (Hankle, 2010), and thus the impact of non-recommendation is of huge 

significance and can be utterly devastating. Non-recommendation, therefore, needs careful 

pastoral support, during and after the discernment and selection process – and the selection 

process needs to be more pastorally informed and sensitively facilitated in all aspects of the 

process. Thorp (2004, pp.20-21) offers some useful pastoral insights for indicating how 

damaging the rejection may be experienced (see Section 6.2.4).  Theologically, the NRAs in 

this research were able to make some sense of their experience by relating it to ‘God’s plan’ 
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or to ‘God’s sense of humour’ - as might be experienced in ordinary theology (Astley and 

Francis, 2013). Biblically, some related to Jesus in the wilderness and to Jacob wrestling with 

God (see Section 6.1.3). They were able to maintain their relationship with God and make 

sense of their experience with time – although some left the Church. There was a residue of 

spiritual homelessness, with some carrying issues of ‘where do I belong spiritually?’ and 

some sense of shame (e.g. NRA3; NRA7; NRA8). Some felt that they had found their 

vocation, although the hurt is still experienced at events which promote or celebrate 

vocation. 

 

7.4 Reformulating revised practice 

Consultation is currently taking place on the Future Clergy Review (Ministry Division, 

2017/18, p.7), which will determine a ‘renewed selection criteria and processes’ for 

introduction in 2019. I am not privy to the contents of that review. It may be that some of 

the recommendations for improved practice that have emerged from this research may be 

included in that – and indeed, through this research process, there have been changes to 

the Ministry Division website (https://www.churchofengland.org/life-

events/vocations/preparing-ordained-ministry/understanding-selection). Nonetheless, the 

following recommendations for pastorally improved practice are offered from the data, and 

from wrestling with the issues surrounding Calling to ordained priesthood. It is 

recommended: 

• That the way that vocations are ‘marketed’ and encouraged needs to focus less on 

biblical examples of Calling which are not concerned with ordained priesthood, and 

focus more on ordained ministry as a Corporate/Ecclesial Calling. This should place 

less emphasis on the ‘sacredness’ of the Call which may help candidates to recognise 

that the rejection that they experience is that of the institution rather than it being a 

faith rejection (i.e. from God). There have already been some shifts in emphasis on 

the Ministry Division website concerning this, during the course of this research 

(https://www.churchofengland.org/life-events/vocations/preparing-ordained-

ministry/understanding-selection); 

• That it is recognised that responding to Calling to ordained ministry is akin to a 

‘coming out process’. The vulnerability and courage surrounding that process needs 

to be more recognised and responded to appropriately and respectfully; 

https://www.churchofengland.org/life-events/vocations/preparing-ordained-ministry/understanding-selection
https://www.churchofengland.org/life-events/vocations/preparing-ordained-ministry/understanding-selection
https://www.churchofengland.org/life-events/vocations/preparing-ordained-ministry/understanding-selection
https://www.churchofengland.org/life-events/vocations/preparing-ordained-ministry/understanding-selection
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• That appropriate training is provided for incumbents and congregations, to raise 

their awareness of the issues surrounding non-recommendation, in order to enable 

them to better support people pastorally in their congregation who have not been 

successful at the BAP process; 

• That Incumbents be in Pastoral Supervision, where they themselves can be 

supported when supporting those who have not been recommended for ordained 

ministry; 

• That training be given to Vocations Advisors, DDOs and Bishops which highlights the 

ways that spiritual abuse and inappropriate behaviour can occur in the discernment 

process, which contravenes the CofE (2015) Guidelines for Professional Practice for 

Clergy; 

• That dioceses work more coherently to establish ‘best practice’ in the discernment 

process, so that candidates don’t experience the selection process as a ‘postcode 

lottery’; 

• That safeguarding systems be put in place centrally, or within each diocese, to which 

candidates can complain/appeal when perceived spiritual abuse or inappropriate 

behaviour occurs, which will investigate their complaints seriously. This should be 

independent and be able to investigate the highest level and include a potential 

misuse, or unreasonable use, of an Archbishop’s authority; 

• That greater transparency be offered to candidates in relation to the reading of 

reports and references, thereby complying with the Data Protection Act (2018) 

• That Canon C4 be reassessed in the light of current theological insight and thinking 

on marriage and divorce; 

• That counselling and/or spiritual direction be offered to candidates throughout the 

process of discernment, and after, as needed; 

• That the modus operandum of the BAP process be revaluated, or that if kept, 

changes be made to enable the authenticity of candidates to shine forth in the 

process (Myers, 2019), and that the final decision can be a majority decision, rather 

than a unanimous one which can easily be sabotaged by one selector; 

• That opportunity for debriefing immediately after the BAP be offered to ensure non-

maleficence; 
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• That the wording of reports and BAP outcomes takes better account of the impact of 

the words on the recipient; 

• That the discernment process pays attention to forms of vocation other than 

ordained ministry, and that the Church demonstrates ways of valuing such vocations 

equally alongside ordained ministry; 

• That the awareness of dioceses and BAP organisers is raised to the issue of potential 

sexual discrimination, so that it is mitigated against and prohibited. 

 

7.5 Originality 

The non-selection of people who are convinced of their Calling to ordained ministry within 

the context of the CofE is not something that has been researched before. Apart from one 

published research paper (Nortomaa, 2016) which was conducted in the Evangelical 

Lutheran Church of Finland, there is only anecdotal evidence in the published literature (e.g. 

Harrison, 2017; Nancekievill, 2017; Paveley, 2017; Thorp, 2004; Hart, 1992) and some 

evidence from blog websites from within the CofE context (see Section 0.1). So, this 

research makes an original contribution to knowledge by exploring how those who are 

involved in the process of selection, and those who have not been selected, make sense of 

this phenomenon through the application of a rigorous, systematic research process. 

Because there is a significant absence of this phenomenon in the literature, this research 

has sought to address that deficiency. Originality is evident in the way this topic has been 

researched, in the way that the methodology has been used, and in the way that the 

research has been presented through a Practical Theological Reflection model. The research 

is inter-disciplinary which is part of its originality. In summary, the object of study is original, 

the particular application of the methods is original, and the findings are original. These 

conform to the way that originality in research is accepted at doctoral level (i.e. Level 8) 

(Phillips & Pugh, 2010, pp.69-70). 
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7.6 Post-Thesis Reflexive statement 

I began this research by carrying some sense of unfinished business over my first 

unsuccessful application for ordained ministry. I was perplexed as to how my Calling, which I 

firmly believed to be from God, and which wouldn’t go away, could be ‘interfered with’ and 

hindered by the institution of the Church. From this research, I have come to better 

understand that although Calling to ordained ministry is from God, it is much more of a 

corporate process than an individual process. Arguably, I would suggest that a modern-day 

process of selection is theologically akin to ‘casting the lot’ (Acts 1: 12-26), in that it is a 

mechanism for letting the Holy Spirit decide if, and how, to find a path through the personal 

and institutional agendas, and role expectations, that pre-empt selection for training to 

ordained priesthood. I have been surprised by the extraneous agendas that affect the 

selection process, and by the almost extreme (but sometimes debilitating) thoroughness 

and rigour of the CofE’s selection process – some of which have been helpful for developing 

our own processes in the Moravian Church (see Appendix 4) which have come about as a 

result of undertaking this research. In the CofE, I am surprised that anyone perseveres with 

it or gets through the process unscathed. The demands, even before training for ordination, 

seem in many ways to be unnecessarily excessive. I have also been struck by how many non-

recommended candidates have been women and I hope that that discrimination doesn’t 

still persist. As a result of having undertaken this research, I am left feeling more at peace 

with my own issues around selection, and I feel more aware and better able to offer 

pastoral care to those for whom I may have responsibility while I am on the Church Service 

Committee in the British Province of the Moravian Church – and we now have a formalised 

criteria for selection.  
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Appendix 1 

 
 

Appendix 2 
 

Participant Information Sheet  
(Diocesan Director of Ordinands) 

 
When the personal Call to Ordained Ministry is not 

recognised by the Church  
 
Dear 
 
Thank you for responding to my recent email, indicating that you are interested in taking part in 
this research. This Information Sheet will hopefully explain what is involved, but if you need 
further clarification, then please do not hesitate to contact me using the contact details below. 
Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. 
 
What is the purpose of the study? 
This research is part of a Professional Doctorate in Ministry (DMin) that I am undertaking at 
Mattersey Hall (validated by the University of Chester). I am interested in finding out about how 
you understand vocation to ordained ministry (from a psychological and theological perspective), 
and in exploring the processes involved in the selection of candidates for ordained ministry. I am 
particularly interested in how you make sense of non-selection, from a theological perspective, 
when a candidate is convinced about their calling to ordained ministry from God, and to know 
what pastoral care is offered to candidates that aren’t selected. Your views on, and experiences 
of, these matters would be invaluable to this research. 
 
Do I have to take part? 
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part.  If you decide to take part you will be given 
this information sheet to keep and you will be asked to sign a consent form.  If you decide to take 
part you are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason, up until the time that 
the thesis is about to be written up. I will let you know when that is.   
 
What will happen to me if I take part? 

If you do decide to take part, I will arrange a time to interview you face-to-face (or by 
Skype/FaceTime) at your convenience. Your written consent will be obtained through the 
enclosed consent form. The interview will be digitally recorded and last no more than an hour. 
Once the interview is complete, the digital recording will be transcribed. Your transcript will be 
allocated a pseudonym or code to protect your anonymity. Any identifying features in the data will 
be deleted. I will then send you the transcript of our interview for you to check for accuracy. After 
checking it, you may alter anything that you have said, or delete anything that you do not want to 
be included, before returning the transcript back to me. Once the transcript has been returned to 
me, the analysis of the data will begin. 
 
The interview will be semi-structured and be focussed around the following questions: 
 

• How long have you served as a Diocesan Director of Ordinands? 

• Can you tell me something about your understanding of a person’s calling to Ordained 
Ministry (i.e. how do you understand vocation to Ordained Ministry)?  

• How do you know that a person’s calling is from God? 
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• Can you tell me something about your experience of the selection process (i.e. What is 
involved? How are decisions about candidates’ suitability for training for Ordained 
Ministry made?)? 

• How is a non-selected candidate notified that they have not been successful in their 
application? 

• How do you make sense of non-selection from a theological perspective? 

• What pastoral care is offered to someone after notification about the decision of non-
selection? 

• Is there anything else you may want to add? 
 
What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

I cannot foresee any possible disadvantages or risks to taking part, except the cost of your time. 
If, for any reason, personal issues are stirred for you, I am an experienced Counsellor so I will do 
my best to support you in the time we are together. I am also able to furnish you with the details 
of the Bishop’s Advisor for Counselling and Pastoral Care in your diocese, from whom you may 
be able to access support. 
 
What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

The interview will give you time to reflect on your experience, and to share your thoughts. This 
may contribute to something greater at a research and policy level, in enhancing selection 
procedures and in the pastoral support that may be given to others. 
 
What if something goes wrong? 

I cannot foresee anything going wrong. I will do everything within my ability to ensure your safety 
and confidentiality. However, if you are not happy with any aspect of the research process, 
please raise it with me. If you wish to complain or have any concerns about any aspect of the 
way you have been approached or treated during the course of this study, please contact:  
Professor Wayne Morris, Associate Dean of Humanities, University of Chester, Parkgate Road, 
Chester , CH1 4BJ w.morris@chester.ac.uk In the unlikely event that a participant is harmed by 
taking part in the research, there are no special compensation arrangements. 
 
Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential, and how will my data be stored? 

The fact that you are taking part in the research will remain confidential. In the unlikely event that 
Child Protection issues are raised, I may have to alert Social Services or the Police, but 
otherwise, what you share will form part of the data which will be anonymised by use of a 
pseudonym or code. The data will be stored securely in locked premises, and kept encrypted on 
a password protected computer. Only I, and my Research Supervisor, will have access to the 
data. The data will be destroyed (shredded or electronically deleted) after ten years, in keeping 
with the data protection act.  
 
What will happen to the results of the research study? 

The completed research will be stored (bound and electronic) at the University of Chester. The 
research will be disseminated in future publications and at conferences. Individuals who 
participate will not be identified in any subsequent report or publication. 
 
Whom may I contact for further information? 

I, the researcher, am Revd Professor Peter Gubi. As well as being a Professor at the University 
of Chester, I sit on the Church Service Committee of the Moravian Church, which oversees the 
selection and training of candidates for ordained ministry in the British Province of the Moravian 
Church. So this research will greatly inform my role on, and the work of, that committee. If you 
would like more information about the research before you decide whether or not you would be 
willing to take part, please contact me: 
 
My contact details are: p.gubi@chester.ac.uk 
To find out more about me: https://www.chester.ac.uk/sps/staff/rev-pr-pm-gubi 

Thank you for your interest in this research. 

mailto:w.morris@chester.ac.uk
mailto:p.gubi@chester.ac.uk
https://www.chester.ac.uk/sps/staff/rev-pr-pm-gubi
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Appendix 2 
 
 
 
  

Participant Information Sheet  
(Non-Selected for Ordination Training Participants) 

 
When the personal Call to Ordained Ministry is not 

recognised by the Church 
 
Dear 
 
Thank you for indicating that you may be interested in taking part in this research. This 
Information Sheet will hopefully explain what is involved, but if you need further clarification, then 
please do not hesitate to contact me using the contact details below. Please take time to read the 
following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. 
 
What is the purpose of the study? 
This research is part of a Professional Doctorate in Ministry (DMin) that I am undertaking at 
Mattersey Hall (validated by the University of Chester). I am interested in finding out about how 
you understand your sense of vocation to ordained ministry (from a psychological and theological 
perspective), and in exploring the processes involved in the selection of candidates for ordained 
ministry. I am particularly interested in how you make sense of your non-selection, from a 
theological perspective, when you were convinced about your calling to ordained ministry from 
God, and to know what pastoral care was offered to you when you weren’t selected. Your views 
on, and experiences of, these matters would be invaluable to this research. 
 
Do I have to take part? 
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. It is important that you meet the inclusion 
criteria, which is: 

• that you are a trained Counsellor, Pastoral Carer, Spiritual Director or Lay-Chaplain (i.e. 
a person with an assumed depth of self-awareness of psychological process, and with 
an assumed groundedness and resilience in your experience, who is able to access 
personal therapy, if needed, and who is able to access [pastoral] supervision for 
support); 

• that you have had a convinced sense of calling to ordained ministry in the Church of 
England at some time in their life; 

• that you were not selected for training for ordained ministry in the selection process; 

• that you self-define yourself as being in a state of being sufficiently grounded in your 
experiences, so as to not cause you too much distess; 

• that you are aged 18 years or over; 

• that you are fluent in written and spoken English. 
If you decide to take part you will be given this information sheet to keep and you will be asked to 
sign a consent form.  You are free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason, up until 
the time that the thesis is about to be written up. I will let you know when that is.   
 
What will happen to me if I take part? 

If you do decide to take part, I will arrange a time to interview you face-to-face (or by 
Skype/FaceTime) at your convenience. Your written consent will be obtained through the 
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enclosed consent form. The interview will be digitally recorded and last no more than an hour. 
Once the interview is complete, the digital recording will be transcribed. Your transcript will be 
allocated a pseudonym or code to protect your anonymity and any identifying features in the data 
will be deleted. I will then send you the transcript of our interview for you to check for accuracy. 
After checking it, you may alter anything that you have said, or delete anything that you do not 
want to be included, before returning the transcript back to me. Once the transcript has been 
returned to me, the analysis of the data will begin. 
 

The interview will be semi-structured and be focussed around the following questions: 
 

• Can you tell me something about your sense of calling to Ordained Ministry?  

• How did you know that your calling was from God? 

• Can you tell me something about your experience of the selection process? 

• How might the selection process have been handled differently? 

• How did/do you make sense of your non-selection from a psychological and theological 
perspective? 

• What has helped you to integrate the experience psychologically and theologically? 

• What Pastoral Care was offered to you after notification about the decision of non-
selection? 

• What Pastoral Care would you have found more helpful after notification about the 
decision of non-selection? 

• Is there anything else you may want to add? 
 

 
 
What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

It is possible that some discomfort will be experienced as you talk about, and make sense of, 
your experiences around non-selection. The inclusion criteria has been developed in anticipation 
of this, and includes you having to be grounded in your experience (resilient), be sufficiently 
reflexive of your experiences, and be able to give voice to your story and reflection. You will also 
be used to accessing personal therapy, and will be in [pastoral] supervision (which is a space in 
which you can be supported). As an experienced researcher and psychotherapist, I will do my 
best to skillfully facilitate and ‘hold’ any discomfort sensitively during the interviews. I will also 
supply you with a list of therapists, counselling agencies and spiritual directors in your locality, 
whom you can access for support if needs be. I will stop the interview if you deem that the 
distress is too great for you. If you decide to take part in this research, you are an autonomous 
adult who has consciously chosen to take part in the research, knowing that this may be a 
senstive area for you to express, and are willing to work with the potential emotional 
consequences of that. Therefore, there is a shared responsibility for your welfare in this research. 
There is also the cost of your time which may be seen as a disadvantage, but I hope you will find 
the experience cathartic and worthwhile, nonetheless.  
 
What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

The interview will give you time to reflect on your experience, and to share your thoughts. This 
may contribute to something greater at a research and policy level, in enhancing selection 
procedures and in the pastoral support that may be given to others. 
 
What if something goes wrong? 

I will do everything within my ability to ensure your safety and confidentiality. However, if you are 
not happy with any aspect of the research process, please raise it with me. If you wish to 
complain or have any concerns about any aspect of the way you have been approached or 
treated during the course of this study, please contact:  
 
Professor Wayne Morris, Associate Dean of Humanities, University of Chester, Parkgate Road, 
Chester , CH1 4BJ w.morris@chester.ac.uk  
 

mailto:w.morris@chester.ac.uk
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In the unlikely event that a participant is harmed by taking part in the research, there are no 
special compensation arrangements. 
 

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential, and how will my data be stored? 

The fact that you are taking part in the research will remain confidential. In the unlikely event that 
Child Protection issues are raised, I may have to alert Social Services or the Police, but 
otherwise, what you share will form part of the data which will be anonymised by use of a 
pseudonym or code. The data will be stored securely in locked premises and kept encrypted on a 
password protected computer. Only I, and my Research Supervisor, will have access to the data. 
The data will be destroyed (shredded or electronically deleted) after ten years, in keeping with 
the data protection act.  
 
What will happen to the results of the research study? 

The completed research will be stored (bound and electronic) at the University of Chester. The 
research will be disseminated in future publications and at conferences. Individuals who 
participate will not be identified in any subsequent report or publication. 
 
Whom may I contact for further information? 

I, the researcher, am Revd Professor Peter Gubi. As well as being a Professor at the University 
of Chester, I sit on the Church Service Committee of the Moravian Church, which oversees the 
selection and training of candidates for ordained ministry in the British Province of the Moravian 
Church. So this research will greatly inform my role on, and the work of, that committee. If you 
would like more information about the research before you decide whether or not you would be 
willing to take part, please contact me: 
 
My contact details are: p.gubi@chester.ac.uk 
To find out more about me: https://www.chester.ac.uk/sps/staff/rev-pr-pm-gubi 
 

 

Thank you for your interest in this research. 

 
  

mailto:p.gubi@chester.ac.uk
https://www.chester.ac.uk/sps/staff/rev-pr-pm-gubi
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Appendix 3 
 
 
 
 

Consent Form  
Consent Form 

 
When the personal Call to Ordained Ministry is not 

recognised by the Church 
 

Name of Researcher: Professor Peter Gubi     Please initial box 

 

 

1. I have read and understood the participant information sheet and have  

had the chance to ask questions. 

 

2.   I agree to the research conversation being audio recorded.    

 

3.  I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to  

withdraw at any time before the thesis is written-up (and that I will 

be notified when that is by email), without giving any reason and  

without my legal rights being affected. 

 

4.  I agree to take part in this study.  

 

5. I agree to reading the transcript of the interview to ensure its accuracy  

 (or to amending the data as appropriate).  

 

6.  I understand that the data will be written up as part of a thesis and that 

     I will not be identifiable in the thesis or in any subsequent publications  

 or presentations of the research. 

 

 

 

_________________                _________________   _____________ 

Name of Participant Date  Signature 

 

 

   

Researcher Date Signature 
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Appendix 4 
 
The Selection of Moravian Candidates (British Province) for training 
for Ordained Ministry 
 

Understanding of Ordained Ministry in the Moravian Church 
The ministry of the ordained is an expression of the ministry of the whole people of God 
and a response to the call and gifts of Christ. 

Potential questions to ask at selection: 

• Can you tell us something about your faith/spiritual journey and sense of calling to 
ordained ministry? 

• Have others recognised this in you and encouraged you to apply to train for 
ordained ministry? What is it that they see in you, do you think? 

• What gifts do you feel God has given you to use in His/Her service? 
 

 

The Moravian Church recognises the priesthood of all believers. Those who are ordained 
are authorised to administer the sacraments. The orders are expressions of service rather 
than rank. 

Potential questions to ask at selection: 

• What do you understand by the concept of the ‘priesthood of all believers’?  
• How would ordination enable you to fulfil God’s calling more fully than you are 

already doing in your life and congregation? 
 

 

Service 
The ordained minister is a servant of God and the congregation. He or she is never 
considered the head or the body of the congregation, but often serves as the 
congregation’s mouth, hands, and feet as the church bears witness to the love of Christ. 
The ordained minister is solely a servant to the Lord, ministering to Christ by serving the 
congregation and its neighbours. In this role of servant, he or she is called together with 
the Congregation Committee to lead the congregation with Godly conduct essential to 
effective ministry. Ordained ministers are also called to maintain within the congregation 
the structure and order provided by Provincial and Unity Synods. 

Potential questions to ask at selection: 

• Can you tell us about the kind of leadership a minister should offer, and about 
how you are in working with others?  

• Can you give us any examples of any leadership you have exercised, either within 
or without the Church? 

• How do you feel you would cope with the slow, democratic, but pastorally-
sensitive, processes of decision-making within your congregation? 
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Obedience to, and co-operation with, the call system 

The ordained minister remains a servant of Christ and the church as a whole, not merely of 
the congregation to which he or she is called. From the personal nature of the minister’s 
work, it is most important that his or her spouse be in full sympathy with that work. 

Potential questions to ask at selection: 
• Are you and your spouse willing and flexible enough to respond to the call of the 

Church?  
• Do you have the support of your spouse and your family in responding to your 

sense of calling? 

• How realistic and informed is your calling? What do you feel ordained ministry 
involves? 

• What other aspects of provincial life, other than congregational responsibility, do 
you feel called to offer your gifts to? 

 

 

Conduct 
The personal character of ministers must be such as to support the word they teach, and 
such as shall in truth and love win the support of their brothers and sisters, so that they 
can firmly and kindly help individual souls and wisely lead in common worship and church 
life. 

Potential questions to ask at selection: 

• Do you feel able to commit to a life-long process of spiritual formation (becoming) 
and striving for ‘holiness’ in your life in order to be an example to others in your 
ministry and to be able to live the gospel from the greatest depth of your being? 

•  What would that mean for you? 
  

 

Ability 
The requirements for any form of church service are: a love of Christ and wholehearted 
devotion to his kingdom; a readiness to carry out the duties of ministerial office as set out 
in the Book of Order; the ability to follow an approved course of study. 

Potential questions to ask at selection: 

• What academic study have you done before? 

• Do you feel capable enough to study for ordained ministry at this time in your life? 

• What support might you need? 

• What specific areas do you feel you need to develop in? 

 

 
Devised by Br Peter M. Gubi and adopted by the Church Service Committee of the Moravian Church, 
26th February 2019. 


