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Interview with the Right Reverend Barbara Clementine Harris by Clark Groome, Episcopal Diocese of Pennsylvania Oral History Project, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, November 16, 2013.
CLARK GROOME:   Everything that we say on this will be for posterity, but it can be changed later, in terms of adding on, but with another interview.  Are you a cradle Episcopalian?

REV. BARBARA HARRIS:   I am a cradle Episcopalian, third generation, and baptized and grew up in St. Barnabas Parish in Germantown, which ultimately merged with St. Luke’s.
CG:
Right.  The St. Barnabas School was part of that merger, wasn’t it?

BH:
Yes.  And the reason St. Barnabas’ name was not appended to the name of St. Luke’s was because there were still living heirs to St. Luke’s endowment.  So the best that they could do to retain some of the St. Barnabas name was to name the parish hall St. Barnabas Hall, and that was the site of St. Barnabas Day School, which ultimately emerged.  However, I did not remain there too long after the merger.  I was not very comfortable there, and I transferred my membership to Church of the Advocate in North Philadelphia, and became very active there.

CG:
And that’s really where you were for a very long time, I assume?

BH:
Twenty years.

CG:
Yeah.  What was your education, after high school, after Girls High?

BH:
I went to the Charles Morris Price School of Advertising and Journalism, the faculty of which was made up of professionals in the field of advertising and journalism, and public relations.

CG:
Then you worked for Sunoco?  Is that right?

BH:
Well, prior to that I spent about nineteen-and-a-half years with a private public relations consulting firm.

CG:
Okay.

BH:
I went there as a trainee, and ultimately became president of the firm.  I left there because I was offered a position at Sun Oil Company.

CG:
Sun Oil?

BH:
Yes.

CG:
During this time, when you were in the real world, as they say, you were still very much involved, I assume, at the Advocate?

BH:
Yes, I was rector’s warden at Church of the Advocate for a very long time, until my ordination to the deaconate.  So I served on the vestry, and served in a number of other activities in the parish there.

CG:
When did you know you wanted to be a clergyperson?  You couldn’t be a priest back in those days, but when did you know you were called to ministry?

BH:
Well, it took a long time.  I had a very active lay ministry.  And around 1976, it seemed to me that I was being called to another dimension of ministry.  And this I explored with my then rector, Paul Washington, and another mentor who was an associate priest at the Advocate, Van Bird, Van Samuel Bird, who was also on the faculty of LaSalle College.

CG:
Right.  B-Y-R-D, right?

BH:
No, B-I-R-D.

CG:
Okay.

BH:
And we talked about this, and finally after some long and prayerful conversations, the last one of which took place in my house, between Paul Washington and myself.  We started about eight o’clock one evening, and at two a.m. we were praying together in my den, and Paul said to me, “When shall we go to the bishop?”  And I said, “I see no further reason to delay.”

CG:
And the bishop then was Lyman Ogilby?

BH:
Lyman Ogilby.

CG:
Okay, so 1976, there at least was—well, by then there wasn’t only hope; there was the reality that it was possible, because 1974 had happened.  And tell me—tell me about—everybody talks about the “irregular ordination” service.  Tell me your memory of how that happened, and your role in it.  I believe you were the crucifer.  And what that did to energize your own call?

BH:
Well, I think we have to go back.

CG:
There’s a lot to cover.

BH:
Just, yeah, a little before 1974.  In fact, we were at General Convention of the church in Louisville, Kentucky, in 1973.

CG:
You were a deputy?

BH:
No, I was not a deputy.  I was there in a non-official capacity.  But I had been nominated for another term on Executive Council.  I was not elected.  But at any rate, there was a large gathering of women there, and there was another vote on ordination of women to priesthood, and it was defeated.
CG:
This would have been ’73?

BH:
1973, in Louisville, Kentucky.  

CG:
Let me interrupt, because there’s a question.  Was this the first convention where women were allowed to participate?

BH:
As deputies.

CG:
As deputies?

BH:
No, it was not.  1970, in Houston.

CG:
Okay, so this was the second time that women were allowed?

BH:
Yes.

CG:
All right.  Just want to get the timing right.

BH:
Yes.  And I can remember the great disappointment at the—the vote being negative.  And I can remember a deputy from the Diocese of Pennsylvania who stood, and pointed to the balcony, where some women were sitting, including Suzanne Hiatt.

CG:
Right.

BH:
And he said, “Sue, you are a priest, indeed.”  Women were leaving the General Convention, some of them early, in great disappointment, and Bishop Bob DeWitt gathered Sue, and several other women to commiserate and converse and share their great disappointment.  And I was with that group of women and Bob DeWitt.  And it was then, I think, someone said, “Something must be done.”  I think the seeds of planning—

CG:
For ’74?

BH:
—began there.  There were subsequent conversations, and later when there was a decision that an ordination should take place, a lot of the planning of that was done in Sue Hiatt’s home in Mt. Airy.

CG:
Okay.

BH:
And I was a part of the later discussions around that decision—idea, and decision.  But I must add that there was some discussion as to where such an ordination could take place.  Should it be in a church of another denomination?  Would there be an Episcopal Church in which it could take place?  There was even some discussion about it taking place, possibly, on Bob DeWitt’s tennis court.

CG:
[Laughs] In Ambler, or Bluebell, or wherever?

BH:
In Ambler.

CG:
Yeah! [Laughs] That’s a hell of a thought, isn’t it?

BH:
But Paul Washington put the matter before the congregation of the Church of the Advocate one Sunday morning at the close of worship and asked if the congregation would be willing to have such a service take place there.  And the assent was overwhelming.  And so, the Advocate was then—became the designated place.  So there was much planning for the service, as I said, taking place in Sue Hiatt’s living room.  As the service was planned, I was asked to be the crucifer for the service, as rector’s warden, and I was happy to do so.
CG:
Right.

BH:
It was quite a day.

CG:
Before you tell me about the day, which is extremely interesting and important, tell me about Lyman Ogilby’s careful response to this.  He didn’t say “no” and he didn’t say “yes.”  It was—explain what his role was, and how he handled that situation, because I think it’s very interesting, and I’m not really clear on it.

BH:
Well, I’m not sure that I’m clear on it at this point.  I know that Lyman was supportive of women’s ordination to priesthood, but felt that he could not go along with this service in view of the fact that there had not been canonical approval for it.  And so, he let his objection to the service taking place be known, and because the bishops who were going to be the ordaining bishops were retired—

CG:
Right, including Bob DeWitt.

BH:
Yes.  They did not have Lyman Ogilby’s approval to perform an ordination, an episcopal act, in his diocese.

CG:
Yes he didn’t push it, did he?  He didn’t push the “You can’t do this in my diocese.”  He just let it know that—

BH:
He let it be known—to the best of my recollection, he let it be known that this service did not have his approval, but he did not object officially.
CG:
Or forbid it.

BH:
Or try to prevent it from happening.

CG:
That’s what I understand.  Okay, so here we are.  It’s July 29th, 1974.  Tell me about that day.  And I gather that there was any number of security issues, and negative responses.  Tell me what that day was like, both the negatives—I mean, both the troubles and the joy that it must have brought.

BH:
Well, I had gone out of town a few days before.  I was in San Francisco, attending a meeting, a national meeting at which I was representing Sun Oil Company.  And I started back across the country by plane and got as far as Chicago.  I called Paul Washington.  I said, “Is the service still on?  If it is, I will continue home.  If not, I will go back to San Francisco.”  And this was on a Saturday night over Sunday.  And I recall getting to my house on Monday morning, I guess it was, around 3 a.m.  And I called Paul Washington and said, “Call me and wake me at 6, and I will be at church at 8.”  And so I was there, and the phones were ringing off the hook.

CG:
I can only imagine.

BH:
And I answered one phone, and a woman said, “Are you going to ordain women there today?”  And I said, “Yes, we are.”  And she said, “You’re going to split the church right in half!”  I said, “The church is already split; that’s why it’s being done.”  David Gracie, as I recall, was in charge of security.  I don’t know where he found so many robust women to act as marshals, but there was a coterie of rather sizable—

CG:
Ladies.

BH:
—ladies, who were deployed around the nave of the church, and were keeping a close eye on things, because there was a lot going on as nearly two thousand people were gathering, most of whom were supportive and in a high jovial mood.  And there were others who were there to object and protest, and I don’t know how many people were involved.  But when we were youngsters, we used to roll up camera film and light it with a match, and it would slowly burn and emit the most foul odor you can imagine!  We used to call them stink bombs.

CG:
Oh, it was—okay! [Laughs]

BH:
And somebody lit one in the church, and a feisty matron member of the vestry of Advocate found it, threw it and the person out.

CG:
[Laughs] Was there a big police presence?

BH:
I don’t recall a police presence.

CG:
Okay.

BH:
But I was so involved in the sacristy that I don’t recall whether there was a large police presence or not.  I cannot recall seeing any uniformed police in the nave of the church.  There may have been plainclothes police present; I am not sure at this point.  But I do remember prior to the service Paul Washington’s words to the gathering.  And he said words to the effect that “our actions today are untimely and irregular.”  He said, “But what is an expectant mother to do when the doctor tells her, ‘Your baby is due on August 10th,’ and on July 29th, the water sac has ruptured?”

CG:
[Laughs] He was saying it’s the beginning of the process, wasn’t he?

BH:
Yeah.  But, and he said some other very cogent things, which can be found in a chapter in his autobiography, Other Sheep Have I, on which he collaborated with David Gracie.

CG:
They were quite a pair, weren’t they?

BH:
Yes.  As the procession started, the church erupted in laughter, because the processional hymn was “Come Labor On.”
CG:
Oh, my goodness! [Laughs]

BH:
[Laughs]

CG:
Was it done on purpose?  It must have been!

BH:
Well, nobody knew what Paul was going to say.

CG:
Right.

BH:
But the hymn had been pre-selected.

CG:
But he knew what the hymn was going to be?

BH:
Well, I’m not even sure about that.  But at any rate, that’s—

CG:
[Laughs]

BH:
But as we came out—

CG:
Best to have a sense of humor when things are tense, right?

BH:
Yeah.  Yes.  As we came out of the transept it had been decided that for safety reasons we would simply enter the crossing in the nave and go directly into the chancel.  I was sorely tempted to lead the procession the long way down the side aisle and up the center aisle of the nave into the chancel, but my temptation was short-lived, and I—

CG:
Well, the crucifer can do that.

BH:
Yeah, but I did as had been requested, or pre-ordained.

CG:
During the ordination service, like during a wedding, there’s a time when people can say, “Does anybody here object.”

BH:
Yes, but—

CG:
What happened there?

BH:
Well, there were several objections but the ordaining bishops took the objectors out into the sacristy, and the congregation sang hymns while these persons offered their objections, with the exception of George Rutler, who stood in the nave and cried out, hysterically, “These women cannot be priests.  They can only offer up the sight, sound, and smell of perversion.”  I will never forget his words.

CG:
Well, he’s now a Roman Catholic, right?

BH:
Yes.

CG:
And I would imagine there are a lot of people in the Episcopal Church, and I have heard this elsewhere, that don’t miss him.

BH:
No, I don’t think he is—I don’t think he has been missed over all these years.

CG:
Yeah.  Okay, so the service happens, and there is a brouhaha in the national church.  But within forty-eight months—no, within twenty-four months, it’s regularized.  Because it happened at General Convention in ’76, and this was ’74.  So this must have been the—the thing that just pushed it to the brink.  Is that—?

BH:
Well, it wasn’t that easy.

CG:
Okay.

BH:
Following the ordinations, following the Philadelphia ordinations, there was a hastily called meeting of the House of Bishops at O’Hare Airport in Chicago, which the presiding bishop, who was opposed to women’s ordination—

CG:
That was John Allin?

BH:
John Allin.  And there was much grumbling and uproar among the bishops, who decried that the service was uncanonical.

CG:
Right.  Illegal, basically.

BH:
Well—

CG:
Or is that not the same?

BH:
Not the same.  Well yeah, I guess it is the same.  But at any rate, the bishops talked among themselves, but never talked with the women who were involved, some of whom were there at O’Hare Airport.  Subsequent to that, there was a regular meeting of the House of Bishops at which again the bishops decried the fact that collegiality had been broken.

CG:
Right, right.

BH:
But again, they never spoke with the women who were involved.  And of course, the following September, after July 29th, 1974, there was a second irregular ordination in Washington D.C. of five more women.

CG:
I didn’t realize that.

BH:
Yes, that was done by Bishop George Bartlett, who at that time was retired from California.
  And in the meantime some of the women proceeded, by invitation, to celebrate the Eucharist in various places. And the clergy who invited them to do so, in some instances, were disciplined.  There was also a hastily called meeting of the Executive Council of the church, in New York.

CG:
As I understand, the Executive Council is basically General Convention between General Conventions.  Right?
BH:
Between General Conventions, yes.  And en route to that meeting, the bishop of Louisiana, Nolan Atkinson, who was on an Eastern Airlines flight that crashed, was killed.

CG:
Ooh.

BH:
And the then bishop of Maine blamed the Philadelphia eleven for his death, saying that had they not done what they did, Bishop Atkinson would not have died.

CG:
That’s rather strong.

BH:
Well, in response to that, I fired off a telegram to him suggesting that given his un-Christian remarks he might want to consider returning his baptismal certificate.

CG:
[Laughs]

BH:
To which I received no response.

CG:
How come I’m not surprised?

BH:
And I also fired off an angry telegram to Presiding Bishop John Allin, to which I received no response, because he said he did not respond to angry telegrams.

CG:
Okay.  So in 1976, then—

BH:
1976.

CG:
At General Convention?

BH:
There was great discussion, heated discussion, in both the House of Bishops and the House of Deputies.  And after much prayer and discussion, the motion passed in both houses to ordain—that, I’m sorry, the ordination canons were equally applicable to men and women.

CG:
And it got the eleven, and then the [four], off the hook at that point?

BH:
Not quite, because the Philadelphia eleven and the Washington five—their ordinations were deemed irregular but not invalid.  And so—

CG:
Is that hairsplitting, or not?

BH:
I suppose you could say it was hairsplitting.  But in any event, rather than have them reordained, they regularized their ordinations.

CG:
So they didn’t have to go through the whole ceremony again?

BH:
Oh, no, no, no, because that would then have rendered the initial ceremony invalid.

CG:
Right.

BH:
But of course, all were not happy.  And in fact, prior to the vote in the House of Deputies, as I recall, there was five minutes of silent prayer.  And five minutes of silent prayer can seem like an hour.
CG:
Oh, boy, yeah!

BH:
I can remember after the vote coming out of the convention hall and I encountered a rather rotund priest I knew from Chicago, sitting on the curbstone in tears.  And he said, “This does injury to all my images of Anglican fathers.”  And he said, “And besides, what would a pregnant priest look like?”  And a woman who was accompanying me looked at him and very dryly said, “About like you,” and walked on.

CG:
Okay.  So now it’s possible for Barbara Harris to move forward.

BH:
Well, you’re ahead of the story.

CG:
Okay.

BH:
So the first regular ordination took place on January 1, 1977.

CG:
Right.

BH:
And that was Jackie Means of Indianapolis, as I recall.  And then they came in dribs and drabs after that.

CG:
Well, didn’t a lot of people wait until ’76, to see whether or not it was going to be passed, before they entered the process, so that it took a few years until it would really get moving?

BH:
Yes.

CG:
Two or three, or four years, whatever it was?

BH:
Yes.  I did not enter the process until late in 1976.

CG:
Okay.  And when were you ordained?

BH:
I was ordained a deacon in September of 1979.

CG:
Who ordained you?

BH:
Lyman Ogilby ordained me.  It was very interesting.  There were four bishops present at my ordination to the deaconate.  And the master of ceremonies said to Lyman Ogilby, “Wouldn’t you like your fellow bishops to stand with you?”  And he said, “They can stand here, but they can’t touch her.  Because you know, it only takes three to make a bishop, and we have to be very careful what we do here today.” [Laughs]

CG:
Jump ahead [laughs] eight years or nine years!

BH:
And at my consecration, Lyman, who was one of the co-consecrators, said, “We could have taken care of this ten years ago.”

CG:
[Laughs] 

BH:
But then I—

CG:
The church was not—let’s talk about the general issue, church-wide.  There were dioceses like Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts, and others, that were probably fairly comfortable with—although there was some tension.  But then there were some dioceses that really were angry, and really felt disenfranchised by this move.  How was that dealt with?  Because gradually, it’s disappeared now.

BH:
It wasn’t that they felt disenfranchised.  They absolutely felt that this was contrary to the doctrine, and there were dioceses that flatly refused to ordain women, including San Joachim, Fort Worth.

CG:
Eau Claire.

BH:
Eau Claire, and Quincy, I guess.

CG:
Yeah, and there were others who were reluctant, weren’t there?

BH:
There were bishops who were reluctant, who would ordain women as deacons, but allow another bishop to ordain them to priesthood.

CG:
And allow them to serve in their dioceses?

BH:
Well—

CG:
Some yes, some no?

BH:
Some yes, some no, as I recall.

CG:
All right.  So once you’ve been ordained—let’s go back to Bishop Harris for a minute.  Once you’ve been ordained—or at this time, Mother Harris.

BH:
No, I prefer—

CG:
You never liked that?

BH:
No!

CG:
Okay, Barbara.

BH:
That was what I was.  Yes, I was baptized.

CG:
What was your ministry like for the next few years after you were originally ordained?  What did you do?

BH:
When I was ordained deacon, of course, you had to wait a year before you could be ordained priest in the Diocese of Pennsylvania.  And so I did a deacon internship at Church of the Advocate, assisting Paul Washington.  And about a month prior to my ordination to priesthood, I was sent as a deacon-in-charge to an aided congregation in Norristown, Pennsylvania, St. Augustine of Hippo.

CG:
Yeah, and you were there for a while, weren’t you?

BH:
I was there for four years.  But I was priested in October of 1980, and I served St. Augustine until early 1984.

CG:
Then you were involved with—and I don’t remember the name of the company, but The Witness.
BH:
The Episcopal Church Publishing Company.

CG:
Which was in Ambler, as I remember.

BH:
Yes, published The Witness magazine.  And I was named executive director of the Episcopal Church Publishing Company.

CG:
Well, you had a lot of PR and communications background with the PR firm that you worked with, and then at Sun Oil.

BH:
Yes.  Yes, because before I left Sun Oil, I was the manager of the public relations department.

CG:
That’s a big deal, for a big company.

BH:
Well, but I was manager for public relations for the division of the company that they called the Products Company.  And that was manufacturing, distribution, retail, and some other things.

CG:
Yeah.  Okay, so at The Witness, you already had, I would think, from your involvement in ’74, and your candor going forward, you already were known in the national church, to some degree.  But The Witness even increased your, I would think, your exposure to the—

BH:
Well, I had served on a number of things for the national church, including Executive Council, and I had been—

CG:
From Province 3, right?

BH:
No.  Following the special General Convention of 1969, which was only the second one in the church’s history, some additional seats were designated on Executive Council for blacks, Latinos, Native Americans, and youth.
CG:
Okay.

BH:
So I’d  served on Executive Council.  I had also served on the granting group for the General Convention Special Program, and a couple of other national church committees.

CG:
So in the parlance of today’s kids, you were a player, at that point?  You were involved in the national church?

BH:
I started attending General Conventions in 1967, and 2012 was my seventeenth consecutive General Convention, in some capacity or another.

CG:
I don’t know whether to congratulate you, or give you my condolences! [Laughs]

BH:
[Laughs]

CG:
I’ve been to enough of them to know!  Okay, so you’re at The Witness.  Tell me—we’ll get to your being considered for, and then elected as the first female bishop in a moment.  But let’s talk about race, if we can.  And I just read yesterday on the ENS News Service that there is a conference somewhere—I can’t remember—in the south.

BH:
Mississippi.

CG:
In Mississippi, and Michael Curry and a bunch of other good people were down there, talking about race.  You’ve always been black, and you were always involved in minority—not in a minority parish, but in a black parish at—primarily black, Advocate was.  How has it been—how was it for you as a black woman, not in the priesthood, because that was not initially possible, but as a black person, how were you treated?  And how has it changed?  Are we in a better place now, or is it just different?

BH:
Well, it is different in some ways, and certainly some things have changed.  But racism is still pervasive in the church in the year 2013.  I grew up in a black parish, at a time when the diocesan bishop never seemed to find his way to visit black congregations on Sundays but rather on week nights.  I was confirmed on a Monday night in December of 1941.  And the bishop wore white cotton gloves when he visited black congregations.  I don’t think he was known to wear these gloves when he visited white congregations, and it was not a sign of churchmanship in a diocese that was known to be snake-belly low.  And rather, he preferred not to touch the heads of black people.

CG:
So when we got to the point where women were being ordained, was it tougher for you to go through the process than it was for Nancy Wittig, or someone who was white?

BH:
Well, it was tougher for me, not because of race but because I took an unorthodox path to ordination.

CG:
Didn’t go to seminary?

BH:
I did not leave my job and go to seminary.  At the time that I was preparing, there were two seminaries in Philadelphia, Lutheran Seminary and Eastern Baptist, Philadelphia Divinity School having closed.

CG:
And moved to—

BH:
And merged with Episcopal Theological School in Cambridge, Massachusetts.  And the prevailing thought was that if you were serious about preparing for ordination, you left your employment, and went to seminary during the day.  There were no night classes offered.  And so, as running of the public relations department of a major oil company, as its first woman and first black manager, department manager or executive, I wanted to fulfill that role.  And so, with the help of the diocesan staff person in charge of education for the diocese, and my mentors, I developed—and with the bishop’s approval—I developed an alternative program of study which allowed me to pursue subjects that were essential independently in accredited institutions.  For example: I studied Old Testament and New Testament at Villanova University.
CG:
Perfectly good place to do that, it would seem.

BH:
And I took other studies that were necessary where I could find them, including a stint at a study house in Sheffield, England, for an extended period.  And I returned and I went to Episcopal Divinity School in Cambridge, not as a regular student, but where, with the guidance of the then dean, I sought to integrate my independent study into the life of a seminary community.  I had access to faculty, to the library, and I could audit any classes I wished.  And it was there that I took the required general ordination examination that any person to be ordained had to take, and pass.

CG:
And clearly, you did.

BH:
I did.

CG:
Okay.  The racial component—as you progressed through your ministry and into today, you say it has changed, but it hasn’t changed.  What’s the same, and what’s better, if anything?

BH:
Well, I would say—

CG:
I’m not trying to put a, you know, be a Pollyanna about this, because I know it’s ghastly.  I’m watching what’s happening in Washington, and watching how the president is being responded to by certain people, and how just this sense that it’s all racial.

BH:
Well certainly, there are opportunities that did not exist in the day, in terms of ordained and lay positions where people can serve.  And certainly, we have seen some unusual things, like the election of a black diocesan in North Carolina and in Atlanta, which would not have happened years ago, particularly when you think back to the naming of the first two suffragan bishops in the church who were black men and were intended to serve black congregations.  And then, when people realized that suffragan bishops could function as bishops, then whites sought to be elected as suffragan bishops. [Laughs]

CG:
[Laughs]

BH:
But it started out as an—the first two suffragans, as I said, were black, and they were to be bishops to the colored.

CG:
Right.  They were in the south.

BH:
Well, one was in Arkansas, and one was in North Carolina.

CG:
Yeah, that’s the south.

BH:
Mm-hm.

CG:
Okay, so we’re getting to the point where we’re getting to be another suffragan bishop here.  But here’s the person who is basically, the expression I’ve heard is a “two-fer.”  You’re a woman, and you’re a black woman, and how did that whole thing unfold, that you became a candidate in the Diocese of Massachusetts?

BH:
Well, it was interesting.  There was a conference that was sponsored at Episcopal Divinity School there in Cambridge about, I guess, 1978, sometime in early 1978.  And I spoke at one of the sessions and we were talking about women bishops.  And I said, “Of course, we’re talking about white women, because they have the visibility, and ten years, at least, in the priesthood.”  And following that conference, I got a call from Mary Glasspool, whom I had known for years and years, who said, “There’s some women in Massachusetts who would like your name to go forward in the nominating process for suffragan bishop in this diocese.”  And I said, “Well, let me pray about it, and get back to you.”  And almost at the deadline for submission of names, I said, “Well, my name can go forward because people ought to seriously consider women.”
CG:
This was 1988, now, right?

BH:
Yes.

CG:
Yeah.

BH:
I meant 1988.  There was also another woman’s name that went into nomination, so there were two of us among the nominees.

CG:
Do you remember how many nominees there were overall?

BH:
There were—originally there were four, two women and two men.  But there were no so-called “cardinal rectors” among the men, and so the name of a cardinal rector was brought in by petition, which made the number of nominees five.  

BH:
Well, all through that nominating process, I kept saying at each stage, “Well, it’s interesting to be considered, but I don’t think it’s going any further than here.”  And even when I received a call saying that my name was going on the ballot, I thought, well, it’s interesting, but I’ll never be elected.

CG:
And Mary Glasspool, who you knew in Philadelphia, was basically your floor manager up there, I gather?

BH:
Well, I don’t know because I wasn’t present.

CG:
You weren’t there?

BH:
Yeah.

CG:
Okay.  That’s a nice story for Philadelphia.

BH:
Yeah.  When they had what they now call the walkabouts—

CG:
Right, the dog and pony show.

BH:
—which in that day, yes, we called it the dog and pony show, I said to myself, well, it is interesting to be among the nominees, but I will never see these people again in life and so I can say exactly what is on my mind, which is what I did.

CG:
Well, that’s not something that you’re unfamiliar with doing.

BH:
No.  Following the election, there were people who said to me, “You were the candidate who gave us honest answers.”

CG:
So do you think that’s why you were selected, because of the honesty?

BH:
Who knows?

CG:
Do you have any sense, in retrospect, or did you at the time have any sense that they wanted to do this because they wanted a woman?  Not that Massachusetts needed to be first, because it’s a big diocese, and it’s a famous one, but they just felt it was time, and so they had a candidate that they liked?  So, let’s just do it?

BH:
I had no sense of that.  As I say, there were two women.

CG:
Were you the first two women that were nominated?

BH:
Oh, no, no, no!  There had been women who had been nominated in other dioceses.

CG:
Okay, so this was not a first first?  This was the first election.

BH:
That’s right, first election, but by no means the first women nominees, because there was one in Southern Ohio, and two others that I recall, two other names that I recall, but I don’t remember the dioceses.

CG:
It doesn’t matter.

BH:
Yeah.

CG:
Okay, so you’re elected.

BH:
Well, Mary Glasspool, it is my understanding, gave a very forceful nominating speech on my behalf.  I was not present so I don’t know what was said.  And there were people in that diocese who knew me, and who, during the election, or during the electing convention, rallied around my being a nominee.  Not being present, I am not aware of all of the dynamics, but I later got some very interesting reports.

CG:
Such as?

BH:
That [pause] some people thought the election, which was kind of neck and neck all the way between myself and this cardinal rector who had come in by petition—some people concluded that it was, you know, a foregone conclusion, and were going to leave the convention early to go to lunch, and so they filled out their ballot, and I think maybe handed it to somebody else, and left.  A priest who was opposed [to the] ordination of women reported this, and so one ballot was declared null and void.
CG:
Ah, okay.

BH:
So they took another ballot, which would have been, I guess, the fourth ballot.  Then the election took place on the fifth ballot.  But one of the interesting things that was reported [laughs] was that when the election was announced Mary Glasspool ran over to another friend, mutual friend, who was a gay black priest, [laughs] and they warmly kissed!

CG:
[Laughs] Okay, so you get the gig.  You get elected, and you’re off to Massachusetts.

BH:
Not so fast! 

CG:
Okay.

BH:
[Laughs]

CG:
I don’t mean to rush you.

BH:
There was, you know, the consent process.

CG:
Right.  Excuse me.  Yes, of course.

BH:
There were some very serious objections around the church to my election.  One, I was a woman.  Two, I had not been to seminary, the usual path.  Thirdly, I was divorced.

CG:
That’s right.

BH:
There were some people who said there had never been a person elected bishop who had been divorced prior to their election.  I’m not sure that that’s true.

CG:
Probably it’s not.

BH:
But at any rate, they said they had no divorced bishops. But they did have divorced bishops.  And interestingly, the person who was the closest contender to me in the election was divorced and remarried, but no mention was ever made of that.

CG:
Of course not.

BH:
During the consent process, there were people who called the National Church office at 815 [Madison Avenue in New York City], and raised all kinds of questions about me, including the fact that I was divorced.  “Well,” they said, “We understand she is divorced.  What, then, is her sexual preference?”

CG:
Of course.

BH:
I will omit the comment that I offered to that.

CG:
[Laughs] Okay.  But you ultimately got—I’ll turn this off, and you can tell me.  We’re doing well in terms of time, by the way.

BH:
Okay.  There were some dioceses that just could not bring themselves to consent to the election, including one in the South, where my picture was run on the front page of the diocesan newspaper, with a black slash across my face, like the “no smoking” sign.

CG:
No smoking, no parking—that kind of thing.

BH:
Yeah.  The caption said, “The wrong woman at the right time.”  But I received a call from another bishop whom I knew very well, who said, “If you’re election is not consented to, it will split the church down the middle.”  Some of the objections said if I were to be approved, and consecrated, it would split the church down the middle.

CG:
So you’re damned if you do; you’re damned if you don’t?

BH:
Yeah.

CG:
Right.

BH:
So it was a long and arduous consent process, but the necessary consents were received from the requisite number of standing committees, and subsequently from the required number of bishops.  It had to be a majority of standing committees, and majority of bishops holding jurisdiction.

CG:
Holding jurisdiction, yeah.

BH:
So.

CG:
Frank Griswold told me, in the first part of our oral history interview, that when he was called by people who were upset with your election, they said, “Well, she never went to seminary.”  And he said, “Neither did I.”

BH:
Yeah, but nobody talks about that.

CG:
But nobody talks about that, and he went on to a pretty good career.

BH:
Absolutely! [Laughs]

CG:
[Laughs] But anyway, okay.  So finally, you’re there.

BH:
Mm.

CG:
I remember, because I was a writer for the Chestnut Hill Local, that I tried—and we didn’t know each other then, but I tried to get an interview with you, because you were living, I think, at Chestnut Hill Village.

BH:
Mm-hm.

CG:
And I was told, “Bishop Harris is not going to do any interviews.  What she’s going to do is she’s going to go to Boston, and she’s going to be the bishop suffragan, and that’s all she’s going to do for a while.  She’s not going to be the poster girl for women bishops.”  And I think you went up there, and of course you said you had a lot to learn.  But what was your main approach to your job?  And how were you treated in the House of Bishops?

BH:
Well, let me just back up a minute, because one of the things that I declined to do initially, to do interviews because I wanted to kind of control the interaction with the media.  So I went to Boston and had a press conference.
CG:
No, no, I understand that.

BH:
In Massachusetts.

CG:
I wasn’t upset.  I thought you were doing the right thing, frankly.

BH:
Yeah.  But following the consecration—

CG:
Who were your consecrators?

BH:
Ed Browning was the chief consecrator.

CG:
He was then the P.B.

BH:
Yeah, presiding bishop.  And co-consecrators were Allen Bartlett; Lyman Ogilby; John Walker of Washington D.C.; and David Johnson, the Bishop of Massachusetts.  But there were some sixty-some bishops present who participated in the consecration.

CG:
Were there any objections when it reached that point in the—?

BH:
Oh, yes.  There were two very forceful objections, one by a member of the Prayer Book Society from Chicago, and one by a priest from the Diocese of New York.  The basic objection was that any episcopal acts that I did would be null and void, because there had been no constitutional change to allow for ordination of women.  Then, there was some objection that this would irrevocably hinder our relationship with Rome.

CG:
Oh yes, there was that.  The other thing that happened—it didn’t quite open the floodgates, your consecration, your election, but it wasn’t all that long after you were elected that Jane Dixon was elected in Washington, and Penny—I can’t remember her last name—was in New Zealand.

BH:
Penny Jamieson was immediately, 1990, following mine.

CG:
And she was the first diocesan, wasn’t she?

BH:
She was the first diocesan.  Jane Dixon was not elected and consecrated until 1992.

CG:
Okay.

BH:
Then the first diocesan, woman diocesan in the U.S. church was Mary Adelia McLeod, in Vermont.

CG:
In Vermont.

BH:
Yes.

CG:
And at that point, you must have felt less alone.

BH:
Yes, my first House of Bishops meeting was very interesting.  It was here in Philadelphia.  And usually at that fall meeting of the House of Bishops, the spouses met separately, and came together with the bishops for social events—meals, and what not.  And that year, they decided to seat spouses on the floor of the House of Bishops during the regular session, and so I was lost in a sea of spouses.

CG:
That was a very nice thing to do, wasn’t it?  Or did you think it was inappropriate?

BH:
It was totally inappropriate to do so with no prior notice.

CG:
Right.  But do you think it was a gesture to make you feel—

BH:
No.

CG:
—not alone?

BH:
No.

CG:
Okay.

BH:
[Laughs]

CG:
[Laughs] All right.

BH:
Then in 1991, the General Convention was held in Phoenix, and at that point we still sat in the House of Bishops in order of consecration, and I was the lone woman in the House of Bishops meeting during that General Convention.

CG:
In 1991, as I understand it, was the meeting where the House of Bishops had a very tumultuous time?

BH:
Yes, they did, indeed.  And one bishop got up to chastise another bishop for having ordained a lesbian to priesthood.  And he shouted at me from the other side of the room, “Barbara, I’m glad to see that you have behaved yourself!”

CG:
I can imagine that that was not received very well.

BH:
Well, I went—I got up out of my seat, and I went across the room to look for him, to confront him.  I don’t cry a lot, but I was so angry I was blinded by tears.  And I couldn’t find him.  So rather than be disruptive, I went back to my seat, but another member of the House said to him that he was wrong, and that he had insulted me.  So, he came and found me.  That bishop came and found me, and apologized, and said, “That was my way of recognizing you.”  And I said, “Well, that’s a hell of a way to recognize somebody!”

CG:
[Laughs]

BH:
I said, “Tell me, just how did you expect me to act the fool?”

CG:
Yeah, exactly.

BH:
The only good thing I can say about—

CG:
I imagine it was Paul Moore, who was the one he yelled at?

BH:
No.

CG:
Okay.  Because Paul Moore had been infamous for having done that and Jack Sprong was another.
BH:
I guess it was Paul Moore.  It may have been Paul Moore.  But at any rate—

CG:
Well, I know that it was contentious from everything that people have told me over the years.

BH:
Yeah.  The only good thing I can say about that meeting of the House was I had a whole Ladies Room to myself! [Laughs]

CG:
[Laughs] Okay.  So now we’re moving along in the nineties, and you come to—with some of your sister bishops, you come to Lambeth Conference in 1998.  Now, I’ve heard what you said about that, and we won’t put that on the record, although I would love to!

BH:
Mm-hm.

CG:
But that must have been hell on wheels for all of you, because it was all about how bad it was for the church to be involved with women.
BH:
It was very unpleasant in many aspects.  There were eleven present, women bishops present at Lambeth, ’98.  Some of the bishops were courteous.  Others, some of the bishops of the Church of England and some of the bishops from Africa were less than courteous.

CG:
Other bishops have told me that less than courteous is being nice.

BH:
Yeah.

CG:
That they were really horrendous to people.

BH:
They were.

CG:
“We won’t receive communion with you, or from you.”

BH:
Yeah, they were nasty in a lot of ways.  I was the moderator of one of the small groups, and there were bishops present in my group who certainly didn’t want me to be the moderator of those discussions.

CG:
Okay, well let’s jump ahead another six years. 

BH:
Mm-hm.

CG:
I was in Columbus as a reporter when—

BH:
Katharine?

CG:
Katharine Jefferts Schori was elected as the presiding bishop, and everybody thought, probably not going to happen.  But it did happen.  I remember sitting and seeing you at her first press conference, you and some friends.  How did that feel to you, to see the first—you were the first female bishop in the Anglican Communion, and you were there present to watch the first province of the Anglican Communion elect a woman as presiding bishop, archbishop, and primate?  It must have been very satisfying.

BH:
Well, that’s not a sufficient word.  I was—I was overwhelmed with joy and gratitude that she was elected, because in months leading up to that election, I can remember a meeting of the House of Bishops where each of the nominees spoke, addressed, the whole house, responding to questions.  There were lots of questions about the unity of the church.  And her responses to the questions were so profound.  She stood head and shoulders above all of the other nominees.  And I can remember at the close of the session that there were men who were saying how blown away they were by her responses, and her comments.  And then there were women who were going around nudging each other, saying, “Aren’t you proud to be a woman tonight?”  But when the actual—

CG:
Nothing wrong with that, either, really, I don’t think.

BH:
Huh?

CG:
Nothing wrong with that, either.

BH:
No!

CG:
Being proud to be a woman.

BH:
When the election took place, I was moved to tears.  I turned to Jane Dixon, and I said, “I never thought I would live to see this day.”  And Jane said, “Thank God we didn’t have to get the news in heaven.”

CG:
[Laughs]

BH:
We rose to sing the Doxology, and Katharine was across the aisle from me in the church.  I could see the women coming out of the pews to gather around her.

CG:
This was just the bishops there, right?  Yes.

BH:
Yes.  It was a beautiful moment, as men kind of stepped back and allowed the women to gather close to Katharine.  Jane Dixon and I were dissolved in tears, and I remember embracing Katharine, and saying, “I never thought I would see this day.”  And she whispered in my ear, “If it hadn’t been for you I wouldn’t be here.”

CG:
That’s probably true.

BH:
We were singing, and of course the men’s voices were very powerful, but somehow it seemed to me that the women’s voices rose like a descant.

CG:
Above it all?

BH:
Above it all, in that church.  It was a very wonderful day.

CG:
There are so many things that have happened, in the time that you’ve been an Episcopalian, that have changed the Church.  In your most active period as an Episcopalian, there was a new prayer book, which happened the same time that the women happened, that the approval of women going forward happened.  There’s been the whole issue of gays and lesbians in the church, and the various roles that they have, both as lay people, having their unions blessed, and now as ordination.  There’s been a large split in ECUSA, as well as in the Communion, over various issues.  But somehow, my sense is that the church is healthier than it’s ever been, in a way.  Am I wrong about that?  What has it been like being part of all this history?  Has it been as fascinating from the inside as it seems like it must have been from the outside?
BH:
Well, I think that, you know, what seems to be change in some ways is not change. It’s people acknowledging that some things have been true for a long time that they never owned up to.  For example, the idea that Gene Robinson was the first gay bishop is crazy.

CG:
But he’s the first openly partnered gay bishop.

BH:
Well—

CG:
Maybe not.

BH:
Ten years before Gene’s election, as Otis Charles was retiring, Otis came out.  And it is customary when a bishop is retiring for someone close to that bishop to make some remarks about that person in the House of Bishops.  And I was selected to make remarks about Otis, and I said that Otis Charles had let some sunlight into the House of Bishops.  But some people did not want to own up to that.

CG:
But Gene was really the first partnered gay bishop who was out before he was consecrated, I believe.  Is that right?

BH:
I guess so, yeah.  Mm-hm.

CG:
Yeah, I mean, there were a lot of bishops, I’ve heard, that people knew were gay.

BH:
Yeah.

CG:
And as long as it wasn’t public—don’t ask, don’t tell kind of thing, wasn’t it?  But it’s been a hugely busy time for the Episcopal Church, it seems to me, in terms of change.  And I would call the word change, as a lay person, growth.  Others might call it destruction. [Laughs] But has it been as fascinating for you as it has been for us to watch?

BH:
Well, in some instances, it has been gratifying, and in other instances, it’s been very sad that people, some people, could not embrace what they saw as change, and felt that they had to disassociate themselves.

CG:
Why do you think that is?  Do you think they felt threatened?  Was it a power thing?  Do you have a sense?

BH:
Yeah.  I’m sure they did feel threatened that they were no longer in complete control, and not being in complete control meant that things were going to be disastrous.  And so they had to disassociate themselves.

CG:
Do you think that the involvement of more—let’s just say of a more diverse clergy and episcopate has begun to break some of that up, and that there is less resistance than there was when Gene was elected, or when you were elected, or when the whole issue of gay rights and gay blessings was brought up?  Do you think it’s slowly progressing?  Are we moving?  If not fast enough, are we moving ahead?

BH:
Well, I think a goodly number of the people who dissented from some of the things that have happened over time have left the church, and are now comfortable in their own grouping.  There’s still some dissent, or dissension, in the church.  But when has this not been true?

CG:
Two thousand years worth, I would imagine.

BH:
Yes, absolutely!  So I think there’s always going to be some dissent, and some people who feel threatened by change that is occurring, and who want to go back to some real or imagined good old days.

CG:
Yeah.  We can stop in a minute, but you’re a babe of the Diocese of Pennsylvania.

BH:
Mm-hm.

CG:
And in the last ten years, the Diocese of Pennsylvania has undergone a lot of stress and contention.  While you were here, in your early days with Bob DeWitt, it did the same thing.  Is there something special about the Diocese of Pennsylvania, or is this just cyclical, and does everybody go through these periods of ups and downs, as a diocese?

BH:
Well, I don’t know that everybody, every diocese, goes through this, but I think several have, for not necessarily the same reasons that they occurred in the Diocese of Pennsylvania.  But upheaval is not unusual.  Maybe to some extent the Diocese of Pennsylvania has been unique, but the reasons for the upheaval here in Pennsylvania have been different at times. 

CG:
Yeah.

BH:
So, not the same issues.

CG:
The last one was a personality issue, in large measure, I think, a management approach issue, and the DeWitt era was about policy, and about social justice, and about social issues.

BH:
Yes.

CG:
So they’re very different.  Is that what you’re saying, that at different times the issues have been different?

BH:
Have been different, yes.  But I don’t think upheaval in a diocese is that unusual.

CG:
Okay.  And one final question:  who do you think, going back to 1974 and to that service, and to the time when you were a candidate for bishop, who should we talk to who’s still around, and still—for this history, that would be able to bring a different perspective, or more insight, into the service at Church of the Advocate, and into what happened?  Maybe Mary Glasspool would be one of the people.

BH:
I think Mary Glasspool would be an excellent person to talk to, certainly around the issue of my own election.  I don’t know that Mary was here in 1974. 

CG:
Jim Moodey hired her, and she was here when Charles Carter came, I think.  So yeah, ’74, ’75.
BH:
Well, I was at her ordination to priesthood.  And she and I had an exchange one Sunday when she went to my little parish in Norristown.

CG:
Yeah, it was the late seventies.  It was the late seventies, because Jim Moodey was here [St. Paul’s Church, Chestnut Hill] from ’76 to ’83.  So she was here fairly soon.

BH:
But this would have been in the eighties, early eighties, where she and I exchanged, and I preached here.

CG:
Here.  I remember.

BH:
And she came to Norristown.  And the people in Norristown loved her, because they hated me.

CG:
[Laughs] Why did they hate you?

BH:
That’s a long story.

CG:
All right.  We won’t go there.

BH:
But half the people here said that I should run for mayor, and the other half said I should be run out of town on a rail! [Laughs]

CG:
[Laughs] But anybody from ’74 that is still around?  Unfortunately, the people like David Gracie and Paul Washington, and some of those people, and DeWitt, are all gone.

BH:
Well, Carter Heyward was one of the Philadelphia eleven.  And I guess Nancy Wittig is still around.

CG:
She lives in Ohio, I think.

BH:
Oh.  Carter Heyward is in North Carolina.  Let me see.

CG:
We don’t have to put this on the record.

BH:
Start with Mary Glasspool.  Unfortunately, you know—

CG:
Time is the enemy, isn’t it?

BH:
Charles Willie is still around, Chuck Willie?

CG:
How do you spell Willie?

BH:
W-I-L-L-I-E.

CG:
Just like it sounds.

BH:
Of course, he preached at 1974, and he’s still up—I saw him a couple of weeks ago.  He was vice president of the House of Deputies.

CG:
Okay.  All right.

BH:
Chuck is still around.

CG:
Well, let’s stop for now, and I think we’ve covered a lot of ground.  And I will get back to you after the transcript is in.  Anything else?

BH:
All right, well there are some things that you—let me see.  Okay.  There may be some things that I need to add to this.

CG:
After you’ve read the transcript, yeah.

BH:
Yeah, uh-huh. 

CG:
But we’ll see about that.  We’ve done an hour and a half.

BH:
Oh, my!  Fun!

CG:
Well, I’m having fun.

[End of Interview]
� The Rt. Rev. George Barrett presided at this service, which was held at St. Stephen’s and the Incarnation Church in Washington, D.C. on September 9, 1975.  Barrett had been a bishop in Rochester, NY, a position from which he had resigned in 1970 to become a “working” bishop in the Episcopal Church.  He ordained four women in this service: Eleanor Lee McGee, Alison Palmer, Betty Rosenberg, and Diane Tickell.  See Diocese of Pennsylvania, Diocesan News, October, 1975. 








