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Prologue


Trailblazer


There has never been an Archbishop of Canterbury like Sarah Mullally. She is a pioneer, a trailblazer, a record breaker. Most notably, of course, as the 106th Archbishop in a line of succession stretching back more than 1,400 years, she is the first woman to be installed in St Augustine’s seat and receive the title of Primate of All England. Her appointment has been widely celebrated for ‘smashing the stained-glass ceiling’.1 She thus inhabits the role in a new way. As she told Stylist magazine in 2018: ‘It’s important we’re not looking at men and saying “that’s how we do it” because we’re not going to do it the same as men, we’ll always do it differently.’2


Mullally is a ground-breaker in other important respects also. Remarkably, she has risen to the top of not just one, but two, of Britain’s historic national institutions – first the National Health Service (NHS), as the youngest ever Chief Nursing Officer for England, and then the Church of England. This despite the fact that her education was at a comprehensive school, a polytechnic and a part-time evening course – ‘no whiff of private education or Oxbridge’, as she informed an International Women’s Day gathering at London’s Guildhall.3 Therefore, Mullally has often perceived herself to be an ‘outsider’ within the upper echelons of the Department of Health and the Church of England, in the Whitehall civil service and the House of Bishops. Since the Middle Ages, the only previous Archbishop of Canterbury not to have been educated at Oxford or Cambridge was George Carey, who compensated with a doctorate from the University of Durham. Mullally’s immediate predecessor, Justin Welby, was more typical, socially well connected and raised within the elite circles of Eton College and Trinity College, Cambridge. There has never before been an Archbishop of Canterbury from a polytechnic.


Mullally also has more experience outside the Church of England than any former occupant of her high office. Before Welby, every Archbishop since the Reformation was ordained in his twenties. Welby broke that pattern, ordained priest at the age of 37, and was lauded for his immersion in the business world, having spent 11 years in the oil industry. But Mullally pushes this envelope even further. She was ordained priest at the age of 40, and spent a full two decades in the nursing profession before giving it up for ministry as an Anglican curate and rector. Her secular leadership is far more extensive than any other Archbishop. On the other hand, she has less formal theological education than her predecessors, and trained for ordination on a regional course rather than at a conventional theological college. Installed at Canterbury in March 2026 on the day before her 64th birthday, Mullally is one of the oldest Archbishops in modern times, allowing her a maximum of six years in post before mandatory retirement. Despite her perceived ‘outsider’ status, almost her entire life has been spent in London, close to the institutions of power, with only five brief years away in the provinces as she earned her spurs as a cathedral canon and suffragan bishop. Her archiepiscopal grace-and-favour residence at Lambeth Palace, across the River Thames from the Houses of Parliament, is in some ways a return to her origins: the hospital in which she trained as a nurse in the 1980s stands just yards away.


This biography examines Mullally’s formational experiences, from her childhood in suburban Surrey to the eve of her installation as Archbishop of Canterbury. It follows her path through London hospital nursing wards to her calling to Anglican ordination, examining her meteoric rise to the most senior role in the Church of England and the Anglican Communion. It charts the development of her core priorities – Christian compassion, inclusion and care for the marginalised – and how they shape her ministry and character today. This is the story of the making of a trailblazing Archbishop.










1


Woking


Woking, a leafy commuter town in Surrey, underwent a population boom in the postwar decades. With excellent rail links to London – only 27 minutes on the mainline to London Waterloo – it was an attractive settlement for families trying to escape high property prices and cramped living conditions in the capital. Ambitious developers rapidly built new housing estates and the population increased 70 per cent in just three decades, from 48,000 in 1951 to 81,000 by 1981. Woking station became the busiest in Surrey, with about one-fifth of the Woking workforce commuting to London every day. The fastest-growing district was the parish of St John’s with the construction of the Hermitage estate on the extensive grounds of The Hermitage, a demolished eighteenth-century mansion. St John’s population increased 145 per cent in 20 years, from 3,600 in 1951 to 7,600 by 1961, rising again to 8,800 by 1971. Houses, shops and schools sprang up, though the area maintained some of its original greenery. Many of the new roads were named after trees, and the Basingstoke Canal ran through the estate.1


In 1960, a young married couple, Michael and Ann Bowser, arrived in Woking.2 They had both been brought up in South London – he in New Malden, she in Wimbledon – and moved briefly to Hammersmith after their marriage in 1957, but they then left the capital for Surrey. Michael was an electrical engineer, having trained as an apprentice, and worked for London County Council. Ann was a hairdresser, having worked for fashionable Phyllis Earle and L’Oréal salons in Piccadilly. She was also a hairstylist for West End musicals, including the original London production of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s hit The King and I, which ran at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, between 1953 and 1956. The couple moved into a newly built detached family home on the Hermitage estate, with a large garden, at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac. They had four children in quick succession between 1960 and 1968 – three daughters and a son. Sarah Elisabeth was the second to arrive, born at home on 26 March 1962.


Michael and Ann Bowser did not often attend church, but when Sarah was aged six months, they took her for baptism on 21 October 1962 at their local Anglican parish church, St John the Baptist, a celebratory event at which 15 infants were baptised by the vicar in the same service. Sarah’s three godparents were all family relatives, including her aunts, Jean Bowser and Janet Mills.3 It was Sarah’s initiation into Christianity that was to shape her entire life.


Sarah’s childhood was stable and happy. Ann was a stay-at-home mother, a suburban aspiration in the 1960s, while Michael joined the crowds of daily commuters to London. In 1969, he was recruited by Legal and General Assurance Society as assistant engineer in the Estates Department, part of a team responsible for the electrics, lifts and central heating at Legal and General’s investment property portfolio of office blocks and flats across Central London.4 Michael stayed with the company for the rest of his career, rising through the ranks to engineer in 1973 and Estates Department controller of engineering by 1980.5 Initially, he was based at Legal and General’s head office on Queen Victoria Street, a short walk from St Paul’s Cathedral and the Old Deanery where his daughter later made her home as Bishop of London. It was also close to the Mansion House, the official residence of the Lord Mayor of London, so every year Sarah and her siblings watched from their father’s office window as the colourful pageantry of the Lord Mayor’s Show paraded through the streets. The family’s regular summer holiday was a chalet on the Isle of Wight, playing on the beach, walking and enjoying fish-and-chip suppers.


Michael and Ann Bowser stayed in the same house for more than half a century, to the end of their lives. Woking’s Hermitage estate thus became an anchor for Sarah and her siblings, even as they scattered to other parts of the country; it was a place of frequent return and reunion. When Ann Bowser died in 2015, Sarah’s brother declared in his eulogy that their parents’ home ‘has always been a constant in our life, and wherever we moved and whatever we did, we always knew that we’d be always welcomed there . . . It was a place of security, warmth and love that put us in a good stead for the future.’ This rootedness, in a supportive family environment, gave Sarah an unflustered self-confidence which she carried into her later ministry.


It was a close-knit family. Both sets of Sarah’s grandparents retired to Woking. Grandpa and Grandma Mills lived on the other side of town, in a large house in Horsell parish – famous in English literature as the area where the first Martians landed in H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds (1898). Alfred Mills (1904–89) trained at technical college as a chemist and worked as a manager for Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI) in water treatment services.6 Grandpa and Grandma Bowser lived on the Hermitage estate, in a small bungalow just round the corner from Sarah’s home. Sidney Bowser (1901–91) had served in the British army during the Second World War as a radio operator in North Africa and Italy, and then worked for Thomas Cook travel agents in the foreign exchange department. Emily Louise Bowser (1894–1983) had been bombed out during the Blitz, but spent much of the war at Westminster Bank as a comptometer operator. The Bowser grandparents were a constant feature of Sarah’s childhood and often took the grandchildren out for Sunday picnics in their blue Mini. They left a deep impression upon Sarah’s life. Reflecting in 2018 on the centenary of the suffragettes’ victorious campaign to secure votes for women, Sarah described Emily Bowser as ‘a confident woman’. She recalled that Emily and Sidney always assumed that Sarah and her sisters, as girls, ‘could do whatever we wanted to do’. ‘Looking back,’ she wrote, ‘I have been so grateful for their encouragement, which along with the support of my parents, gave me confidence as a child to believe that anything was possible.’7 When Sarah had her own daughter, she gave her the middle names Emily Louise.


Sarah attended Hermitage Primary School, less than a minute’s walk from her front door, and was part of the Brownie pack that met in the school. At Christmas she took part in her school nativity play, but recalled many years later: ‘As someone with ginger hair I was never Mary as a child but always the angel – typecast!’8 She moved on to Winston Churchill Secondary School, with 1,200 pupils, and was known as a diligent student. A strong work ethic was part of her character from an early age. Preaching years later on the theme of anxiety, she confessed: ‘I have always worried. I was the schoolchild who had always done my homework well in advance of the deadline. I don’t just get places on time but I am always early, and I worry about my impact on others.’9 The school had an orchestra and a wind band, in which she played her French horn. She also joined the Girls’ Brigade (a Christian youth organisation) at a Methodist church in Sheerwater, on the other side of Woking, where she undertook Duke of Edinburgh Awards, played her cornet in the Girls’ Brigade marching band, learned to play and march in time and enjoyed the annual parade to Guildford Cathedral. As a teenager, her Saturday job was at a local greengrocer. It was a standard, comfortable, suburban upbringing.


At the age of 15, shortly before her O Levels, Sarah was diagnosed with dyslexia. Her only regret, she wrote, ‘was that I was not diagnosed earlier’.10 This became a significant feature of her life and shaped her later ministry as a nurse and bishop. It brought challenges, such as poor spelling, muddling words and numbers and tripping over written scripts. For example, she observed that, when reading biblical genealogies, ‘the words run off the paper like paint’.11 There could be embarrassing confusions with other scriptural texts, like misreading ‘prostrate’ as ‘prostate’, and she struggled when faced by detailed liturgies.12 In response, she developed practical coping strategies. Most importantly, dyslexia forced her into the habit of taking time to think before speaking, to choose her words deliberately and not to rush out hurried answers or impulsive statements. In this way she turned the disadvantage of dyslexia into an asset for navigating the pressurised politics of the civil service and the Church of England.


St John the Baptist Church


Woking was well supplied with large Anglican evangelical churches, part of the suburban ‘Bible Belt’ around London. These included Christ Church, St Mary of Bethany, St Paul’s and St John the Baptist, each with full congregations and lively youth ministries. St John’s parish covered the Hermitage estate and the church was a 20-minute walk from the Bowsers’ home. Michael and Ann Bowser were not regular attenders but were happy to send their children to Sunday School. Michael walked Sarah and her siblings down to church on Sundays, left them at the door and picked them up again afterwards. When they were older, they went independently, riding their bicycles. Sarah’s grandparents, Sidney and Emily Bowser, were keen members of St John’s, attending the early morning service, and warmly encouraged their grandchildren’s Christian participation.


The vicar of St John’s throughout the 1960s and early 1970s was Tony Waite, a former solicitor who had trained for ordination at Wycliffe Hall, Oxford.13 His prior posting was at St George’s, Leeds, in the industrial north, where he built a reputation for combining evangelism with practical social action. In a context of postwar urban poverty, he helped to develop the ministry of St George’s crypt, which cared for the homeless and destitute. Every night they provided accommodation for up to 50 men; every year they provided clothing for 3,000 men and women and served more than 40,000 meals. At Christmas, they gave food and toys to 300 families in need. Therefore, Waite brought to the evangelical congregation at St John’s an emphasis on compassionate care. At first sight, the tree-lined Woking suburbs seemed very different from central Leeds, but Waite wrote: ‘We soon discovered that deep needs and stresses, privations and anxieties, were not confined merely to those who had no physical homes to go to and who were on the books of the National Assistance Board.’ He viewed a central calling of the local church, clergy and laity together, as ‘caring so far as strength allows’ for all those in need.14 One of the young people who sat under Waite’s teaching, Sarah Bowser, later made compassionate care a keynote of her own ministry.


Waite aimed to instil a joyful, outward-looking, evangelistic ethos within the congregation. The title of the quarterly parish tabloid, Forward, signified missional advance and a church on the move. St John’s displayed an energetic Christian confidence and passion for growth, which marked it out as a congregation within a stark national context of Christian decline. On Easter Sunday 1973, the Sunday Telegraph published an excoriating challenge to the Church of England, entitled ‘Why So Few in the Anglican Pew?’ The so-called ‘national’ Church had shrunk to a ‘little band of Christians’. Easter communicants had dropped by a quarter in the previous decade, confirmation statistics were ‘dire’ and there was no prospect of this relentless depletion being halted. The article complained that Anglicans in the 1970s seemed to prefer to ‘fiddle about with the Prayer Book’, tinkering with liturgical revision, or to ‘waffle on indefinitely about pornography or drugs or South Africa’, obsessed with ephemeral instead of eternal issues. The Church of England would only recover its authority if it stopped trimming its doctrine before ‘the winds of fashion’ and returned to proclaiming the ‘stupendous and awesome’ events of the first Easter, upon which Christianity was founded.15 Forward agreed ‘wholeheartedly’ with this general sentiment. It observed that St John’s was a large congregation compared to the national average, with overflowing Sunday Schools, a flourishing youth ministry and 40 midweek Bible study groups. From a parish of 8,800 people, there were 543 adults on the St John’s electoral roll, and a church membership including children of more than 850. Yet this was still less than 10 per cent of the local population, so Forward urged the need for a greater commitment to mission.16


St John’s held regular ‘guest services’ on Sundays and special outreach initiatives. For example, American evangelist Bob Watters from the Assemblies of God visited the parish for a week in July 1973 and, according to Forward, ‘helped many people to find faith in Jesus Christ’.17 He returned twice in the following year, including for a ten-day parish mission, when hundreds heard him speak and many ‘took the first step of asking Jesus into their lives’ and began ‘trusting in Jesus’.18 In the same period, when Sarah Bowser was aged 12, there was a special mission programme for children aged 7 to 14, led by Oliver Styles, a children’s evangelist from Scripture Union.19 Missional zeal was stimulated also by Gavin Reid (later Bishop of Maidstone), an evangelist with the Church Pastoral Aid Society and a member of the St John’s congregation, who took lay teams with him from Woking to help with missions in other parishes.20 Bowser was raised in a church environment of intense evangelistic fervour.


Waite retired in 1976, after 18 years as vicar of St John’s, and was succeeded by Jimmie Song. The early years of Song’s ministry in Woking were a critical period in Bowser’s Christian development. Song was an immigrant from Southeast Asia and the first ethnically Chinese clergyman in the history of the Church of England to be appointed to an incumbency. Song Guan Huat, his original Chinese name, was born in Singapore in 1932 and raised as a devout Buddhist. He experienced severe trauma during the Second World War after the Japanese invasion of Singapore in February 1942, being orphaned in the early weeks of the occupation and conscripted against his will as a boy soldier in the Imperial Japanese Army. He witnessed brutal beatings, torture and executions by the Japanese troops, including being forced to watch the beheading of a Chinese man for theft, whose head was put on public display as a warning. He saw men digging their own graves and bodies floating in the sea. His two sisters cut their hair and disguised themselves as boys to avoid being raped by the invaders. Food was scarce and the spectre of starvation hung close. ‘I experienced things a child should never have seen which robbed me of my innocence,’ Song wrote in his unpublished memoir. Following the war, he finished his schooling in Australia, where he converted to Christianity after reading George Seaver’s The Faith of Edward Wilson (1948), the heroic polar explorer who died in 1912 alongside Captain Scott in the Antarctic. Song arrived in England in the early 1950s as a penniless medical student, but decided to train for Anglican ministry at the London College of Divinity, an evangelical theological college. He brought to St John’s Woking all these deeply formative experiences, which shaped his style of Christian leadership. He was known for his pastoral sympathy and kindness, born out of his own experience of personal suffering. He also had a strong evangelistic zeal and belief in the transformative power of Christian conversion. ‘Jesus is at the very heart of our message,’ he insisted. ‘I like helping people to find Christ.’21 In later years, Sarah Mullally championed the need for more ethnic diversity within the senior leadership of the Church of England. As a teenager, she experienced its benefits at first hand. Her predominantly white, evangelical congregation in suburban Surrey was led by a Chinese immigrant.


The supply of Anglican vicars and curates at St John’s was exclusively male, so when growing up Sarah Bowser had no role models of women in church leadership. Not until January 1980, in Bowser’s last year at sixth form college, did St John’s employ a woman on its staff team in a full-time capacity as ‘parish lay worker’, Patsy Evans.22 Nevertheless, the ground was beginning to shift in the Church of England’s long conversation about the ordination of women. At the Lambeth Conference in 1968, when Bowser was aged six, the gathered bishops from the Anglican Communion stated that the theological arguments for and against the ordination of women as priests were ‘inconclusive’. They therefore asked every Anglican province to study the question and report their findings to a new representative body, the Anglican Consultative Council (ACC).23 The ACC’s inaugural gathering in Limuru, Kenya, in 1971 reiterated this call, suggesting that it was ‘an urgent matter’, and offered its backing to any province that chose to ordain women.24 Some provinces pushed ahead quickly, notably Hong Kong with two women ordained in December 1971, and the United States of America with the ‘irregular’ ordination of 11 women in Philadelphia in July 1974 before this was authorised by General Convention.25 The Church of England’s General Synod debated the question, but before making a decision resolved to consult the dioceses, explaining that if women were admitted to the priesthood then it would ‘follow axiomatically’ that the episcopate and diaconate would be opened to them also.26 Guildford diocese consulted its parishes, so the question was discussed in detail at St John’s Woking by the Parochial Church Council (PCC) in June 1974. In answer to the first question of principle put by General Synod, the PCC agreed that there were ‘no fundamental objections to the ordination of women to the priesthood’, by 16 votes to 7, with 4 abstentions. They were more narrowly divided on the second question of expediency, whether the Church of England should therefore ‘now proceed to remove the legal and other barriers to the ordination of women’, agreeing it by 13 votes to 10, with 4 abstentions.27 When the same questions came to the Church of England’s 43 diocesan synods, 30 agreed with the principle but only 15 wanted to proceed with legislative change.28 This put the evangelical PCC of St John’s Woking ahead of the curve, both in Guildford diocese and nationally, in wanting to see women ordained soon. In July 1975, when Bowser was aged 13, General Synod agreed that there were ‘no fundamental objections’ to the ordination of women as priests – a doctrinal decision that opened the door to future change and had major ramifications for Bowser’s life. Yet, faced with strong resistance in the dioceses, General Synod declined to move further, and it was almost another two decades of waiting before the legislative barriers were eventually removed.


Youth Ministry


Youth ministry at St John’s was booming in the late 1970s and Sarah Bowser became an enthusiastic participant. The church Pathfinders group, for 11 to 14 year olds, attracted 70 young people every Sunday morning and 50 to its midweek club.29 When, as a bishop, the Church Times asked Mullally what she would tell her 14-year-old self, she wrote:


 


Have confidence in who you are, the skills and gifts that you have, and know that your dyslexia will not be what defines you. Have courage to walk away from the expectations that others have of you; for that is when you will discover who you really are. The decision you are making to follow Jesus will be the best decision you have ever made. Soon there will be a time when you cannot imagine life without the knowledge of God’s love. In the decades ahead, God will become your refuge, strength, and inspiration. Hold on to your courage and your anger against injustice – and celebrate the joy that caring for others is beginning to give you.


 


In this imaginary letter to her teenage self, she added: ‘Don’t give up playing the French horn, and don’t give away your sister’s signed Paul Weller vinyl – you’ll get decades of grief for it.’30


Bowser graduated from Pathfinders to the St John’s Youth Fellowship, known as Keyhole. It met after the Sunday evening service for Bible study and discussion, or to hear a guest speaker, and regularly attracted 70 teenagers.31 There were often more than 100 at the Friday evening youth club, a social event with coffee, table tennis, trampolining, darts, chess and occasionally ‘a knobbly-knees competition’. It organised quizzes, films, games, barbecues and banquets, plus trips to the swimming pool at Woking Leisure Centre and an annual Easter Monday pilgrimage to Guildford Cathedral. Everyone was welcome, proclaimed Keyhole’s advertising: ‘Christian or non-Christian, sensible or nutty, needing spiritual help or just after some fun and an enjoyable evening’.32 This bustling youth scene enabled Christian teenagers to invite their friends, as a doorway to conversations about faith and deeper Christian commitment.


There were also youth trips further afield. Every year during the Easter holidays there were Spinnaker Cruises for over-16s on the Norfolk Broads, led initially by Tony Waite and then by Gavin Reid as ‘commodore’. In 1974, for example, St John’s took away 61 people, accommodated on two motor launches and seven yachts, with a normal capacity of 42.33 The mornings began with ‘quiet time’ for personal Bible study and prayer, followed by a day of sailing, and then an evening meeting on the largest launch for hymn singing and a devotional talk. In the late 1970s, Reid also ran a series of youth events in London each February and March called ‘Meeting House’, because it began at the Quaker Meeting House in Euston before migrating to All Souls, Langham Place. It attracted up to 800 young people, mixing informative talks with gospel music and ending each evening with an evangelistic appeal by Reid. St John’s always took a coachload of teenagers from Woking.34


Many of the young people at St John’s went forward for Anglican confirmation. For Bowser, this was the key spiritual turning moment in her life, at the age of 16. During the confirmation preparation class, another teenager asked her if she was a Christian, and this led her to make a personal commitment to Jesus Christ. In later years, she described it in conversionist language as the true beginning of her Christian discipleship. The confirmation service took place at St John’s on the evening of Wednesday 17 May 1978, led by Kenneth Evans, Bishop of Dorking. There were 450 people in the congregation and a particularly large confirmation party of 6 adults and 61 teenagers (43 girls and 18 boys).35 Preaching 35 years later on the nature of conversion, Mullally observed: ‘Some of you may recall the day you became a Christian, recalling a specific day and event, but for many of us knowing God has been a gradual process.’ Although some people have a sudden and revelatory Damascus Road encounter, ‘for most of us our normal experience is of seeing and knowing God through some form of inner eye of faith.’ She likened this to the experience of Anglican clergyman John Wesley, at the start of the Evangelical Revival in the 1730s, who found his heart ‘strangely warmed’ as he trusted in Christ for salvation.36 Reflecting later on the personal significance of the St John’s confirmation process in her own story of faith, Mullally highlighted the value of Christian grandparents praying for their grandchildren, and the power of Christian teenagers evangelising other teenagers.37 As a bishop, she spoke of her great joy in presiding at confirmations, where people of different ages and stages of faith were willing ‘to profess with their own lips that they want to follow Jesus Christ’.38


Woking College


For her sixth form studies, Bowser attended Woking College, a bus ride across town in Old Woking. Surrey County Council’s mass reorganisation of secondary education in the mid-1970s led to a raft of new sixth form colleges for 16 to 19 year olds. Woking College was Surrey’s eighth, launched in September 1977, but the first in purpose-built accommodation. Originally designed for 600 students, it was immediately over capacity with 800 students and 70 staff. It catered for a wide range of academic and practical courses. Many studied for A Levels, O Levels, City and Guilds qualifications in community care or Pitman qualifications in typing and shorthand. Bowser joined the second intake, in September 1978. She was in Tutor Group 15, overseen by Mr Gowans, the French teacher, one of 50 mixed-year tutor groups.39 Her A Levels were in chemistry, pure mathematics with statistics, and zoology (taught by the biology department).40


At Woking College, Bowser immersed herself in the student-run Christian Union, which was supported by the two religious studies teachers and by Gordon Kegg, a physics teacher who also helped to run the youth work at St John’s Church.41 The Christian Union held regular meetings during Wednesday lunchtimes in the college hall, with singing, talks and small-group discussions. There were also Bible studies during Friday lunchtimes, a weekly prayer meeting, and social events like Christmas parties and summer barbecues. In the annual Woking College Magazine, the Christian Union announced its purpose as ‘building up and encouraging Christians in their faith and reaching the rest of the College with the Good News that Jesus is alive’.42 They were ‘excited by the opportunity to display our faith to the students around us’ and ‘to help others to get to know Jesus, or to get to know Him better’.43 In its launch year, the Christian Union discussed topics such as the gospel and the arts, discipleship, sharing faith and Christian responses to rising levels of violence in modern society. It also showed a film on abortion.44 The following year it tackled life after death, the second coming of Christ, living the new life, following God’s plan and spiritual warfare.45 One week the Christian Union combined with the Woking College Debating Society to debate the motion, ‘Jesus Christ is alive today and can radically change one’s life’.46


There was a clear evangelistic thrust to the Christian Union programme. Its biggest event, in May 1979, was a visit from rock star Cliff Richard, then on the cusp of a resurgence in the music charts, who spoke to 500 students about his Christian faith and invited them to ‘think about Jesus’.47 The term after Bowser graduated, the Christian Union attracted a large audience to the feature film, The Cross and the Switchblade, starring Erik Estrada as New York City gang leader Nicky Cruz, based on the bestselling autobiography of Pentecostal evangelist David Wilkerson. It also hosted an evangelistic concert with American gospel band Living Sound.48 Woking College Christian Union was a place of energetic faith sharing and teenage organisational leadership. It was a good training ground for a future Archbishop of Canterbury.


Sarah Bowser’s formative years in Woking shaped the future direction of her life. Raised in a happy family home and encouraged from an early age by her parents and grandparents, she was determined to pursue her ambitions wherever they might lead. Her strong work ethic, a notable feature of her subsequent career, was already evident. As a young Christian, now with a conversion testimony, her faith was nurtured within 1970s evangelicalism by a missional Anglican parish with a vibrant youth ministry and by a dynamic Christian Union. Bowser’s trajectory was set. She carried these experiences and priorities with her as she launched into adulthood and the great metropolis of London.
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South London


Sarah Bowser’s teenage Christian faith was critical for her early career choices. As she later told Nursing Times, she decided to enter nursing because she was motivated by a desire ‘to care for people’, which in turn was ‘driven by a faith in a caring God’. She toyed with the idea of training as a medic but chose nursing instead ‘because I wanted to provide more holistic care’.1 ‘My Christian faith was my motivation to become a nurse,’ she recalled in a sermon marking the bicentenary of Florence Nightingale’s birth. ‘I saw my actions as demonstrating those of a loving God.’2 Nursing became fundamental to Bowser’s identity, at the core of her self-understanding. It equipped her with skills in management as well as with a deep compassion for people that shaped her career and her personal priorities both in the NHS and later as a clergywoman and bishop in the Church of England.


Bowser arrived in London in September 1980, aged 18, as a student at the Polytechnic of the South Bank. Polytechnics were an innovative development in the expanding higher education sector from the 1960s, created by an amalgamation of older technical colleges, business colleges and art and design colleges. Unlike conventional universities, they focused upon vocational and practical qualifications, closely embedded with industry, commerce, business and the caring professions. The Polytechnic of the South Bank, one of 30 polytechnics across the country, was launched in 1970 with its main campus in Southwark, near Elephant and Castle. It was a vibrant part of the capital, close to the cultural hub around the Royal Festival Hall, the National Theatre, the National Film Theatre and the Old Vic. The City of London, Westminster and the West End, north of the river, were a short Tube journey away. In 1980, there were more than 4,000 students at the Polytechnic on full-time or ‘sandwich’ courses, 60 per cent of them working towards undergraduate degrees, with another 3,200 on part-time or evening courses.3 In her first year, Bowser was housed in one of the Polytechnic’s halls of residence, a brutalist 1960s concrete tower block in Courland Grove, near Stockwell Tube station, with accommodation for 210 students. In her second year, she moved to Furzedown hall of residence in Tooting, run by the Inner London Education Authority, before returning to private digs near Stockwell for the rest of her degree.4
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