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'She has always stood for openness' –

an interview with the Revd Dr Marie Isaacs
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A significant moment in the life of the Baptist Union of Great Britain took place just before Christmas when the Revd Dr Marie Isaacs, until very recently the minister of Heath Street Baptist Church in Hampstead, celebrated 50 years of ordination.  Although many deaconesses were in effect functioning as pastors of Baptist churches, Marie was a rarity: just the fourth woman to be ordained in our Union.  She spoke to Paul Hobson.
The first female ordination had taken place in 1922, and there had been a 20-year gap come Marie's own in 1962.  Not that she set out to be a pioneer.  'I wasn't a particularly religious person,' she says.  'I was brought up a Roman Catholic – my mother was an Irish Catholic, and my father was a Polish Jew.  It was a splendid mix.  We were encouraged to debate everything. I was brought up very firmly to believe in God, and occasionally we went to mass.'

Things began to change when Marie attended her first Christening in her teens.  She recalls being 'profoundly shocked' at an infant baptism.  'I thought "You can't do that - they have to commit themselves".'

When she later brought this up with the priest, he steered her in the direction of the Baptist church.  She liked what she saw, and began attending on a regular basis.  Still, at the time she wasn't considered particularly "religious", she says, and had been planning to read history at university.  But once while thinking of what she might later do, the thought 'it's either politics or the pulpit' entered her head.  It was the first time she had considered entering the ministry, and it proved to be a defining moment.  'My being stopped,' she recalls, 'I thought "oh gosh. Oh no."'  She spoke to a teacher, who encouraged her to test the call.  She applied to a do a theology degree, and was subsequently awarded a place at King's College in London.  She enjoyed the course and the call to the pulpit was still strong on graduating.

Belonging to a Baptist church, she was encouraged to see Gwenyth Hubble, the last female Baptist minister to have been ordained.  Gwenyth invited Marie up to Birmingham for the weekend - and gave her a seal of approval.  ('As far as I can see you are ok,' Marie remembers her saying.)  But she also told Marie that she didn't think ministers should be 'callow', and encouraged her to get more experience in the wider world.

Marie took the advice and spent two years teaching Religious Education in a school.  Following this she trained for ministry at Regent's Park College in Oxford.

At that stage the Oxford colleges were either male or female.  Marie was the first female to apply at Regent's, which led to a number of interesting challenges.  She couldn't live there.  This conundrum was navigated by Marie living and becoming a scholar of St Hugh's.  All the ministerial training – such as sermon preparation - took place at Regent's, with everything else at St Hugh's.  'But as far as the denomination was concerned, I was at Regent's.'

Not only wasn't she allowed to live in; she couldn't dine there.  She also had to leave by 7pm.  There were times when she was working late, and her means of exit was through the toilet window.  But she looks back fondly.  'The chaps were terrific,' she remembers.  'Most of them were married and very supportive.'

She was at Regent's between 1960 and ‘62, and upon leaving she went to Birmingham University as an ecumenical chaplain.  'I just felt the call.  It was wonderful.  I learnt a lot about different liturgies, different styles of worship, different people.'  Her next stop was as a tutor at Heythrop College, the specialist Philosophy and Theology College at the University of London.  Founded in 1614, by the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits) Heythrop joined the University of London in 1971, whilst retaining a modern Catholic ethos.  Marie would teach here for 30 years, becoming a specialist in the books of Hebrews and James, and served as college vice principal.

On moving back to London she also became an ordinary member of the fellowship at Heath Street Baptist Church in Hampstead.  She became the associate minister in 1987, working alongside Edwin Robertson.

When Edwin Robertson retired in 2001, she became the full-time minister, only retiring in 2011.  She remains an active member of the church, and still preaches regularly.

Formidable in both spirit and intellect, she merely hints at the kind of challenges one might assume a female minister from that era would have faced.  At Regent's for instance, she was sent out to a church 20 miles north of Oxford.

'I think they were surprised, but I thought I would get more trouble for being a student.  But they had been without a minister for 20 years and were ok.'

She reveals she would always wear a cassock while preaching, and a clerical collar while teaching, as if to underline her calling.  And though she says things have improved, there remains prejudice.  'Even today, there is an automatic assumption that if you are a Revd, you are a man.  I had a phone call just the other week, asking for the Revd Dr Isaacs.  He didn't believe that was me.  There is an awful lot of prejudice.  I think it's sad.  The prejudice has got much less, but in religion it hasn't gone at the same pace as society.'

She is pleased that many more women are coming forward for ordination, but makes the point that there are far more female Anglican clergy than female Baptist ministers.  'Given our system, the church has to call you.  It means that sort of prejudice is still at ground level.'

In the sense that she has not occupied a prominent role in the structures of the Baptist Union of Great Britain, Marie has been on the fringes of denominational life.  However her influence has been keenly felt by many.

The Revd Dr Ruth Gouldbourne was among several unofficially mentored by Marie during the 1980s when she was a student minister at Bloomsbury Central Baptist Church (and the church to which she returned in 2006).  'I think it was very deliberate for her to mentor us, though I don't think she had a worked out agenda,' Ruth recalls.  'It was mainly social gatherings.  The themes were not to be intimidated, don't let people talk down on you, have the confidence to be present.

'She was also keen on academic excellence.  If you are going to do it, do it well.  If you could think, you should think.'

Marie's experiences as a female minister were a particular source of value.  'Hearing her tell her stories made us realise that however bad it might, we never had it that badly,' says Ruth.  'We never had to climb out of a toilet window.

'It was good to know that someone had been through what we had or were going through, often much worse, and that what we were going through was normal.'

There is also a sense that while it cannot be measured, Marie's influence and teachings have impacted many, says Ruth.

'I recently met with a former Jesuit, who had been taught by Marie – he said how surprised he had been that there were female Baptist ministers – so I imagine her influence spread far.

'Most folk knew about her – and once met, never forgot.'

In writing to Marie to mark the 50th anniversary the Revd Jonathan Edwards, general secretary of the Baptist Union of Great Britain, spoke of how her ministry 'has had a profound effect on hundreds of students and others who have been privileged to study under you'.

He added, 'Your pastoral ministry has also impacted the lives of countless people and, as a denomination, we are truly grateful to God for your faithful service.'

And members at Heath Street talk of her 'huge contribution', emphasising her openness to wide range of backgrounds and traditions.

The church marked the 50th anniversary of her ordination with a special service and invited some of her friends and former colleagues, followed by a celebratory lunch.  The church also commissioned a painting of Heath Street Baptist Church for Marie, by local painter Bill Aldridge.

'The Revd Dr Marie Isaacs has made a huge contribution to the life of Heath Street Baptist Church,' said Gaynor Humphreys, Heath Street secretary, 'first as a member from the mid-1970s, then as our assistant minister and minister.  She has achieved a huge amount in that time, and in the 50 years she has been ordained – so far.

'Marie has always stood for openness.  She made sure we were a diverse church here by welcoming members and friends from a wide range of backgrounds, countries and traditions.  Values that Marie helps us live up to as a church every day.

'We are very proud that Marie is part of Heath Street's history, tradition and future.  She is a member, a friend and our former minister – but most important of all she is, and always will be, part of the Heath Street family.'
Secretary’s news
It may not be the most exciting news but the Annual Report for the Church for 2012 is complete and agreed, setting out our activities last year and, of course, our income, expenditure and balance sheet. All the financial information has checked by an Independent Examiner, Derek Baker, who has volunteered to do this for the last few years, and is VERY thorough. 

I shall make sure that there are some copies of the report at the Church for anyone who wants it, and would be happy to send it by email too. If you want a copy, ask me for one on a Sunday morning or email gaynor@eandghumphreys.plus.com and I’ll send it.

A couple of weeks ago a fire safety expert recommended by the Baptist Union carried out a survey of the Church buildings and will be giving us a full report soon. The whole matter of fire safety is increasingly important as use of the Church grows, so we will need to take note of his recommendations and adopt more formal arrangements. The Deacons will hope to report to the next Church meeting (second Sunday of June).

A reminder that we will have envelopes for a Christian Aid collection at the start of Christian Aid week on 12 May, and again on the following Sunday. If you are a UK taxpayer, please Gift Aid your donation so they can reclaim your tax. To do this you will need to complete the envelope with your name and address – we cannot make the claim using your Heath Street PIN as it is a completely separate charity.

With love and good wishes,

Gaynor Humphreys

DAILY PRAYERS AND BIBLE READINGS

April 29th – May 5th
Acts 9.36-43

29th
Frida King
30th
Susan Brandt

(May)
1st
John Goldsmith (Chairman, Churches Together in Hampstead)

2nd
Afi Kirk

3rd
Neil McLeod

4th
Sean Curran

5th
Hildegard Williams

May 6th – 12th

Acts 11.1-18

6th
“Question: What is Spring? – …
7th
… Growth in every thing –”
8th
Annie Fang

9th
Linda Savage

10th
Godfray LeQuesne

11th
Monsgr Phelim Rowland

12th
Sylen Nawalkar 

May 13th – 19th

Acts 16.9-15

13th
Susan LeQuesne

14th
For the children, parents and carers who attend the Oldtime Nursery

15th
“And bird and blossom swell …
16th
… In sod or sheath or shell.”
17th
Ewan King

18th
Margaret Smith
19th
Theresa Thom

May 20th – 26th

Acts 16.16-34

20th
Euan McLeod

21st
For the children who attend the Rhythm & Rhyme Orchestra sessions

22nd
David and Eleanor Neil

23rd
Helena Nawalkar

24th
Chris Little

25th
The ministry of the Contact Club

26th
Andrea MacEachan

May 27th – June 2nd
Psalm 48

27th
Marie Isaacs

28th
Joachim King

29th
Tom Brandt

30th
“This ecstasy all through mothering earth …
31st
… Tells Mary her mirth till Christ’s birth”
(June)
1st
Robin Thorne

2nd
Heini King

June 3rd – 9th

Psalms 97, 98
3rd
“To remember and exultation …
4th
… In God who was her salvation.”
5th
For the bereaved

6th
Anselm King

7th
For those who sing at the Heath Street Choir

8th
Nesa Thorne

9th
Neil McLeod
WEEKLY ACTIVITIES

Sundays

11am

Divine Worship

8pm

Contact Club

Tuesdays

9am, 10am
Oldtime Nursery

4pm

Rhythm & Rhyme Orchestra

1st & 2nd Tuesdays
7pm

Sacred Harp
Wednesdays

1pm

Knit-Knacks knitting group
Thursdays

10am

Eeny Meeny Music

7.30pm

Heath Street Choir

CHURCH DATES

May

Saturday 11th

All day

Craft Fair

Sunday 5th

11am

The Lord’s Supper

Saturday 24th

7.30pm

Sonic Cathedral concert

June

Saturday 1st June
Evening

Silent Film screening

Church officers:

Gaynor Humphreys
(Church Secretary and Treasurer)

Rebecca McLeod
(Deacon)

Nesa Thorne

(Deacon)

After the Sunday morning service:

don’t rush away

Please stay and have a cup of coffee with us in the vestibule.

To contact Ewan King

Please e-mail: ewan_king@mac.com

Copy for the June Newsletter should reach Ewan King (ewan_king@mac.com)

not later than Wednesday 22nd May
***  ***  ***
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