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1. A female bishop
2. Working in deprived areas
3. A scientific background
4. A former executive with an oil company
5. A bishop of the Established Church

Bishop Jill Duff em bod ies the entre- deux theme in many re spects. She
was ap poin ted in 2018 as the 13  fe male bishop in the Church of Eng‐ 
land, Eng land’s es tab lished Church since 1534, long dom in ated by
men. She was or dained after a com plete train ing in sci ence with a ra‐ 
tional per spect ive. In ad di tion, she star ted her ca reer as an ex ec ut ive
in the oil in dustry be fore choos ing de prived areas for her min istry in
the North- West of Eng land (Lan cashire). She is pre pared to de fend
her views on some con tem por ary is sues that may di verge from her
Church’s po s i tion. The ed itor of this issue car ried out three on line in‐ 
ter views with her in 2022 and 2023. 1

1

th
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1. A fe male bishop
Ed wige Camp- Pietrain (ECP): How many fe male bish ops are there?

Bishop Jill Duff (BJD): There are 30 fe male bish ops. 2

ECP: Is there a will ing ness to pro mote women in senior po s i tions
within the Church of Eng land (CofE)?

BJD: There is a bias to wards women, people are act ively look ing for
women es pe cially in suf fragan roles, not bosses. There are only 6 fe‐ 
male dio cesan bish ops (Bris tol, Derby, Lon don, New castle,
Gloucester, Chelms ford and [in 2024], Pe ter bor ough) out of 44, so it is
still a chal lenge. I am being asked to apply but being a Dio cesan
bishop is not what I want at the mo ment with fam ily still at home.

ECP: What is the pro por tion of priests re fus ing to be led by a
woman?

BJD: 5% in the whole church, 10% in my dio cese. There are two main
reas ons for re fus ing to be over seen by a woman: be cause the Cath olic
church doesn’t agree or be cause of your read ing of the Bible. 3 My
col league Philip North wouldn’t agree with women being priests or
bish ops. 4

I have good friends among them, they re spect my lead er ship, al‐ 
though in bishop Philip’s tra di tion, you wouldn’t re ceive any com mu‐ 
nion or be or dained by me. 5 At the other end of the spec trum, you
can’t preach, teach. People struggle with the prin ciple when they
meet the per son, it makes a big dif fer ence.

ECP: What are the re main ing dif fi culties within the CofE when it
comes to ac cept ing women’s au thor ity?

BJD: In prac tice, I find:
1. when people dis agree with me being a bishop, it is like the Holy
Spirit brings new ways of re lat ing. There is more en ergy in my con‐ 
ver sa tions with Bishop Philip than with other bish ops.
2. in Eng land, the Church is quite fe male—a lot of church- goers are
women. Hav ing clear roles for women in those churches, at tract
more people.
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ECP: How do you cope with miso gyny in your own faith, es pe cially
when you are in the com munity where you in ter act?

BJD: My ex per i ence of miso gyny is rarely from men who don’t agree I
should be a bishop. Bishop Philip has been one of the most sup port‐ 
ive. He is so tender, en cour aging, pos it ive, he talks with women. He
wants them to flour ish. And he is very good at many things: mis sions,
schools, teach ing, preach ing, pas toral work. And that area where it is
not ideal. Me and oth ers are prag matic.
Miso gyny comes where you don’t ex pect it. It is com mon in quite a
lot of or gan isa tions, a little bit hid den. 1. When a man is new in his
post, people ac cept his au thor ity, it takes longer as a woman to be
taken ser i ously. 2. People com ment on what you wear in a way they
would never com ment on a man’s clothes. 3. Last week [in Oc to ber
2022] there was a gath er ing of women priests. We said that it hurts
us as women that Liz Truss is not doing a good job. 6 Most men would
say it doesn’t hurt them if a man—like Boris John son —makes us all
feel bad.

ECP: An other issue is about the Equal ity Act 2010, as re li gious or‐ 
gan isa tions are ex cep ted from it

BJD: Bishop Philip’s ap point ment was cri ti cised, not within our dio‐ 
cese but by some cam paign ing groups. A woman said that there was
dis crim in a tion be cause he won’t or dain women. But within a Chris‐ 
tian frame work we can con ceive dif fer ent roles for men and women, I
don’t agree with that po s i tion, but I want to re spect it as it has been
main stream for 200 years.

ECP: Does your gender give you a dif fer ent out look on people, work,
faith?

BJD: It does make a dif fer ence. In very male or gan isa tions, there are
very clear roles. Women can get round some all- male struc tures,
women can bring re la tion ships and ease; women are often quite good
at re la tion ships, they can get more done as women, they can get
round of these clear roles.
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2. Work ing in de prived areas
ECP: Child poverty rates are very high in some of the places you
have worked in. Why did you choose such areas, be gin ning with
Liv er pool?

BJD: I chose them on pur pose. 7 God is closer to the poor. The poor
are more open to his work. It is more re ward ing for priests. I thought
liv ing on a coun cil es tate after liv ing in Ox ford would be easy, but it
was a real cul ture shock, I hadn’t ex pec ted the sort of people I met,
their broken lives. Their egos have been crushed by lots of things,
they have more room for God, whereas my own ego is in flated, I can
man age my life de pend ing on my abil it ies. More dra matic things hap‐ 
pen, or din ary mir acles, heal ings, like in the Bible. I be lieve that to see
the re newal of the na tion, you can start in poorest places. This hap‐ 
pens in the wider world. In the rich West, the Church is de clin ing.

ECP: What kind of re la tion ships do you de velop with de prived com‐ 
munit ies in Lan cashire?

BJD: 12 of the worst areas are in Black pool. We have vicars in all the
poorest areas. They live there. We try to put in more re sources, more
people. They help those with ad dic tions, lov ing these people. They
run food banks. It could be us, it could be me. In places, there are
some gates of hell, and some gates of heaven. It is dark, and full of
hope as well. People re spond on the street. The church is a safe place
for some people, it feels like fam ily, like the beacon bring hope in the
dark ness.

ECP: Is it easier for these people to re late to you as a woman?

BJD: It can be an ease, less fright en ing. On the other hand, there is an
im port ant dy namic in poor com munit ies that can be quite mat ri‐ 
archal: un wanted fath ers, pris on ers, men can be ig nored and dom in‐ 
ated by women. You need a bal ance. Poor com munit ies also ap pre ci‐ 
ate male out door cul ture; for ex ample, there is a Chris tian out door
ad ven ture course which is bril liant at reach ing men through ad ven‐ 
ture.

ECP: As a mother as well?
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BJD: That helps. A lot of people in senior jobs like them work long
hours and it seems they have been spoilt. You build re la tions, you
talk. I can’t work the same hours. That’s com pel ling for people. People
think you can’t be a super woman all the time.
Re cently, I at ten ded a New Wine con fer ence with 1800 Church
people. 8 Some women came to see me say ing that it was great to see
a woman on stage, with nice shoes, talk ing about her boys. I am con‐
scious of that role model, es pe cially with younger women. There are
dif fer ent ways to be a bishop. Lead ers are not all male.

3. A sci entific back ground
ECP: Your own philo sophy seems to be between the ra tional and the
spir itual. Are you com fort able with that? Does that cre ate some
kind of mo mentum?

BJD: I have a PhD in sci ence. 9 I am very ra tion ally trained, I think ra‐ 
tion ally. When I was grow ing up, a lot of my spir itual life was hid den, I
had to apo lo gize. As I got older, I real ised the ra tional was only a small
part of that, things that give me light, joy, hope, fire in my heart, are
in the spir itual ele ment. A lot of words are spir itual. We use them to
talk about re la tion ships (“chem ical”), films, music. In nor mal life, we
are happy with spir itual words, but in the aca demic world, we de‐ 
scribe them only ra tion ally.

ECP: Does your sci entific back ground have an im pact on you as a
bishop?

BJD: In some ways yes. I am a sci ent ist but I am also pas sion ate about
mir acles. People who know less about sci ence would say this can’t
hap pen be cause of sci ence. I know that sci ence only an swers some
ques tions, it can’t ex plain everything, it is quite lim ited. It is based on
the ory, people change things if they don’t match the data. Old- 
generation bish ops in par tic u lar would say that mir acles are not for
today, in a sci entific world whereas I think the op pos ite: mir acles
seem to break the law of sci ence. Sci ent ists are used to that, it gives
me more free dom, a big ger can vass of what might be pos sible.

ECP: Would you say that your sci entific back ground and your cur‐ 
rent po s i tion com ple ment one an other?
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BJD: Yes but they also feed each other. The sci ent ist can feed im port‐ 
ant data, evid ence like aca dem ics. I bring a sense of data on the
ground. When it is ar gued that people don’t be lieve in God, I ask:
what is the data on the ground?
I am glad I did a PhD: it gives more con fid ence as an aca demic. Bish‐ 
ops must read a lot of pa pers. I can read fast, I have more con fid ence
in ex press ing an opin ion. It is an in tel lec tual job, it is not just theo‐ 
logy, pa pers deal with all sorts of things, from the war in Ukraine, to
schools, pris ons, fin ances. With a sci entific and aca demic back‐ 
ground, you can as sim il ate quickly and ask ques tions. 10

4. A former ex ec ut ive with an oil
com pany
ECP: Do you miss your former po s i tion with Esso?

BJD: I miss the ad ren aline, the in tel lec tual stim u la tion, get ting to
grips with all areas. But there are dif fer ent sea sons for things.

ECP: Do you work with many people with other ex per i ences?

BJD: The longer you have been in the Church, the more chances you
have. If you are or dained at 45, you don’t have time to reach senior
places in in dustry. On my senior team, 5 of us, I am the only one who
had a ser i ous ca reer out side. Every body else only worked for the
church, ex cept for one teacher.

Hav ing been in or gan isa tions that work dif fer ently, an aca demic en‐ 
vir on ment in Ox ford or Esso, gives me a con fid ence they don’t have.
With a num ber of dif fer ent roles, you can see other things, this is
help ful. Being entre- deux gives you a won der ful in sight.

ECP: What would you say about eth ical val ues within a major oil
com pany like Esso that aims at boost ing profits and those of the
CofE?

BJD: I wrestle with that, what does it mean to be a Chris tian and
work for a mul tina tional oil com pany. Their profits pay our pen sions.
We are glad they make profits, we don’t al ways like how they make
profits. My dis ser ta tion at Ox ford was about this topic. 11 Most Chris‐ 
tian theo logy finds it hard to say much about what is a good busi ness,
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ex cept the Roman Cath olic Church, what it means to run a good
busi ness. I dis covered this. Over the past one hun dred years, popes
have writ ten a lot about this. They say people, re la tion ships are the
most im port ant in an or gan isa tion, in a coun try, not profits. The more
we in vest in people, the bet ter the coun try, the oil com pany. Justin
Welby [the Arch bishop of Can ter bury] wrote a book where he talks
about God of Mam mon. 12 In Eng land we wor ship the eco nomy, it’s
very vis ible in what Liz Truss is say ing, but it’s people that mat ter. I
want to put a lot of my en ergy into build ing up people. Then you get a
bet ter eco nomy.

5. A bishop of the Es tab lished
Church
ECP: The CofE is es tab lished in Eng land. In re cent years, MPs have
been try ing to in flu ence it over the or din a tion of women. A few
weeks ago [in Janu ary 2023], a de bate on bless ings for same- sex
mar riages took place in the House of Com mons be fore Gen eral
Synod.

BJD: It was a very small de bate, hardly any MP. 13 MPs don’t speak out
about the tra di tional view of mar riages, it is hid den. Many MPs agree
quietly with the tra di tional way, it is hard to say that in the Cham ber.
Kate For bes 14 sup ports the tra di tional view on mar riage. Ini tially she
got a back lash, now it’s played out quite well. Pro gress ives can come
across crit ical. She says what she thinks, she has the right to hold
that view. For us she’s been an im port ant coun ter bal ance. 15

ECP: Yet you might ex pect MPs to speak against dis crim in a tion. 16

BJD: It is in ter est ing how you define dis crim in a tion. You could say
there should be pro tec tion for re li gious con science. I sup port same- 
sex civil part ner ships, people get ting mar ried be cause they want to.
What is a prob lem, I don’t think it is a Chris tian view of mar riage, I
hold a more con ser vat ive view. Chris tian ity is dif fer ent from cul ture
in a lot of ways. Jesus was rad ic ally wel com ing: he also set rad ic ally
chal len ging eth ical stand ards. There are eth ical stand ards in any re li‐ 
gion, a sense of holi ness. Chan ging the doc trine of the Church over
the place of sex within mar riage, and mar riage between a man and a
woman, would mean chan ging doc trine which has been in place since



Interviews with Rt Rev. Dr Jill Duff, a female bishop in the Church of England

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

the be gin ning. It would be out of step with most churches in the
worlds. 17

ECP: MPs also argue that the na tional church has to be for every‐ 
one, it has a mis sion to ap peal to minor it ies.

BJD: That’s the chal lenge. A na tional in sti tu tion con duct ing sec u lar
mar riages should offer same- sex mar riages. 18 As a Chris tian church,
with its con science and doc trine, we shouldn’t. Fu ner als are for
every one, you don’t ask ques tions.

ECP: MPs have re minded the CofE that Par lia ment was sov er eign
and could in ter fere in any mat ter.

BJD: Yes MPs could try to force dis es tab lish ment, that may well hap‐ 
pen, there are cer tainly reg u lar at tempts. My an swer is that there has
been gradual dis es tab lish ment dur ing the 20  cen tury. In 1920 Gen‐ 
eral Synod was in tro duced so that lay people had a view. 19 Since the
1990s bish ops are no longer ap poin ted by Prime Min is ters. Until then,
there were two names, the PM would pick up one. Now we got rid of
that, it’s just the Church which de cides.
I think we ought to step back from our right to marry couples in
Church. It is no longer ap pro pri ate that be cause I am or dained, I can
act as a re gis trar to marry in law. In other churches, you get mar ried
leg ally the day be fore, then you can have a Chris tian mar riage the
next day. We should let go of that priv ilege be cause of this issue of
same- sex mar riages. Oth er wise, we’re try ing to say that we are a na‐ 
tional church, but we won’t marry some people.
We could find a middle way, that’s the way the CoE has sur vived for
400 years. We are giv ing up some of our rights. You leave priv ileges
but you gain free dom of ex pres sion. It is com plex.

th

ECP: What about bish ops in the House of Lords? 20

BJD: Hav ing bish ops in the House of Lords in sym bolic: we want to be
na tion where faith flour ishes, where faith is part of na tional dis‐ 
course. Hav ing bish ops in the House of Lords helps cre ate an at mo‐ 
sphere where faith is valid, on the agenda even if some of our views
may seem dis crim in at ory from a sec u lar point of view.
Bish ops cover quite big areas, they have con tact in par ishes, in hos‐ 
pit als, schools, pris ons, with the poorest. They have a broad reach, a
lot of know ledge. People work ing in in dus tries, aca dem ics might not
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have these con tacts on the grounds. Often there is a bias against
these people. Bish ops can have a voice to rep res ent people and bring
in spir itual val ues, eth ical val ues. All the data helps rather than hinder
so ci ety. I think Chris tian ity has a pos it ive in flu ence on so ci ety.
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1  The in ter views were car ried out on the in ter net (BBB) on 17 Oc to ber 2022
(as part of an aca demic sem inar) and 17 March 2023. They were sup ple men‐ 
ted by quo ta tions from her book Duff Jill (2023).

2  They ac count for one- quarter of bish ops. Women were first ap poin ted as
dea cons (1987), then as priests (1993) and fi nally as bish ops (2014). See Char‐ 
lot Claire and Char lot Mon ica 1994.

3  She refers re spect ively to the Anglo- catholic tra di tion–that puts em‐ 
phasis on the ritual and the au thor ity of the priest, like the Roman Cath olic
Church–and the evan gel ical wing–that re lies on the Scrip tures. Both of
them (formerly called high church and low church) can find com mon
ground against a more lib eral trend (Chap man).

4  Philip North had to with draw when he was about to be ap poin ted as
bishop of Shef field in 2017, for he would not let male bish ops who had taken
part in the or din a tion of the first fe male bish ops lay his hands on him. He
was then ap poin ted in Jill Duff’s dio cese, first as suf fragan bishop of Burn ley
be fore being pro moted as dio cesan bishop in 2023 (Percy 2017; Fry 2021).

5  In order to ac com mod ate di ver ging views, the CofE de cided that priests
dis ap prov ing of fe male bish ops would be trans ferred to specially- appointed
bish ops.

6  Liz Truss was a Con ser vat ive Prime Min is ter in September- October 2022.
She was forced to resign be cause of con tro ver sies over the fin an cial policies
that she in ten ded to en force.

7  Bishop Jill Duff was or dained as a dea con (2003) then as a priest (2004),
be com ing a bishop in 2018. She lived with her fam ily in Liv er pool for seven
years, first on a coun cil es tate in north Liv er pool (Lith er land), then near the
Cathed ral. They then moved to the centre of Widnes, an ex- chemical in‐ 
dustry town on the river Mer sey, as her hus band was the vicar of St Paul’s
Church. In her book, she provides a glimpse of her life: “I re call [these] days.
We came super- low on the depriva tion in dices. We just about man aged to

WELBY, Jus tin (2016). De thro ning Mam‐ 
mon. Ma king Money Serve Grace, Lon‐ 
don: Bloom sbu ry Chil dren.

www.arch bi sho pof can ter bu ry.org. Last
consul ted 14 July, 2023.

www.chur cho fen gland.org. Last
consul ted 14 July, 2023.

www.lan cas ter dio cese.org. Last consul‐ 
ted 14 July, 2023.

http://www.archbishopofcanterbury.org/
http://www.churchofengland.org/
http://www.lancasterdiocese.org/
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pull off Christ mas din ner in our Church hall for those who find the day dif fi‐ 
cult” (Duff 2023� 22).

8  New Wine is a Chris tian evan gel ical or gan isa tion, based on the cha ris‐ 
matic move ment.

9  Al though her par ents were not re li gious, she at ten ded a CofE school.
Then she stud ied nat ural sci ences for a BA in Cam bridge Uni ver sity (Christ’s
Col lege), be fore being awar ded a doc tor ate in chem istry by Ox ford Uni ver‐ 
sity (Worcester Col lege).

10  In her book, she added “there is a beau ti ful res on ance between sci ence
(which is an swer ing the ques tion: how?) and faith (which is an swer ing the
ques tion: why?)” (Duff 2023� 61), thus echo ing the dis tinc tion made by Kant.

11  She went back to Ox ford Uni ver sity to study theo logy (in Wyc liffe Hall,
an evan gel ical col lege).

12  Welby 2016. He is the head of the Church of Eng land. With his BA in his‐ 
tory and law, Justin Welby worked in the fin an cial di vi sion of Elf Aquitaine in
the headquar ters in Paris, and then for En ter prise Oil in the UK. He quit in
1989 to study theo logy.

13  The de bate was held on 24 Janu ary 2023 while the Gen eral Synod was
due to gather in Feb ru ary. Most of those who spoke con ten ded that the
Church should con duct these mar riages and some of them hin ted that Par‐ 
lia ment might force the CofE to en dorse such a re form (House of Com mons,
2023a and 2023b).

14  Kate For bes was one of the can did ates to suc ceed Nic ola Stur geon as
SNP leader and Scot land’s First Min is ter in March 2023. She be longs to the
Free Pres by terian Church of Scot land. She gained 48% of the vote against
Humza Yousaf who won the con test.

15  Jill Duff had taken an act ive part in the de bate con duc ted within her
Church over this issue, as part of the Liv ing In Love and Faith Pro ject.

16  MPs had also been out spoken about Church di vi sions when it came to
ap point ing fe male bish ops. House of Com mons 2012 and 2014.

17  In April 2023, ten provinces of the Anglican com mu nion out of 42 voiced
their dis agree ment, claim ing that the Arch bishop of Can ter bury was no
longer their leader (Sher wood 2023).

18  There are sec u lar mar riages (be fore re gis trars) and re li gious mar riages
(be fore min is ters of re li gion mostly).
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19  Under the Church of Eng land (Powers) Act 1919, de cisions are made by the
Gen eral Synod com posed of three Houses: bish ops, the clergy and the laity.
It is the CofE’s le gis lat ive body. Its meas ures must be en dorsed by every
House, with two- third ma jor it ies for the most im port ant ones. They are
then sub mit ted to Par lia ment’s ec cle si ast ical com mit tee (a Joint Com mit tee)
for con sid er a tion, be fore being ap proved by the whole House (Tor rance
2023). On pos sible dis es tab lish ment, see Pic ton (2014).

20  There have al ways been rep res ent at ives of the es tab lished Church in
Par lia ment. Their num ber was set at 26 in 1847. Bishop David Ur quhart, who
was their con vener between 2015 and 2023, ex plains that they are free, in di‐ 
vidual people, who do not have to com ply with a CofE line (Ur quhart 2023).
They can raise is sues through de bates (the Arch bishop of Can ter bury on
asylum seekers, House of Lords 2022), or, oc ca sion ally, through a private
mem ber’s bill, such as Lord bishop of Durham’s bill re mov ing the two- child
limit of the uni ver sal credit in 2023 (House of Lords 2023). They talk to MPs
of all polit ical per sua sions in their dio cese, en cour aging them to defy party
lines should the case arise.

English
Jill Duff was ap poin ted as one of the first fe male bish ops in the Church of
Eng land. She em bod ies dif fer ent sorts of “entre- deux”, through her po s i tion
and her own path. In these in ter views, she deals with her min istry as a
woman, work ing in de prived com munit ies, as part of an es tab lished Church.
She also ex plains how she con cili ates the leg acy of her ini tial train ing as a
sci ent ist and early ca reer in the oil in dustry with her cur rent po s i tion. She
re gards these spe cificit ies as as sets that en rich her work.

Français
Jill Duff est l’une des pre mières femmes évêques de l'Église an gli cane. Elle
in carne de mul tiples « entre- deux », liés au tant à sa fonc tion qu’à son par‐ 
cours per son nel. Dans ces en tre tiens, elle évoque l’exer cice de son ma gis‐ 
tère, en tant que femme, tra vaillant dans des quar tiers pauvres, au sein de
l’Église of fi cielle en An gle terre. Elle re vient éga le ment sur sa façon de
conci lier cette fonc tion avec sa for ma tion scien ti fique ini tiale et son début
de car rière dans l’in dus trie pé tro lière. Elle consi dère ces spé ci fi ci tés comme
des sources d’en ri chis se ment.
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