Alison Cheek, one of the first female Episcopal priests, diesat 92
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Alison Cheek, one of the first female priests in the Episcopal Church and the first to publicly celebrate the
Eucharist, died on September 1 at her home in Brevard, North Carolina, according to friends. She was 92.

Cheek was one of the Philadel phia Eleven, the first women to be ordained to the priesthood in the Episcopal
Church. She and ten other women were ordained at the Church of the Advocate in Philadelphiain July 1974, two
years before the ordination of women was officially authorized by the General Convention. The highly
controversial ordinations were later affirmed as valid.

“1 sort of risked everything to do it,” she recalled on the 40th anniversary of her ordination. “I would do it
again.”

Born near Adelaide, Australia, in 1927, she was raised Methodist and graduated from the University of Adelaide,
according to one of her former parishes. In 1957, she and her husband, Bruce, moved to the Washington, D.C.,
area, where she became alay minister at several Episcopal churches while raising four children. In 1963, she
became one of the first two women admitted to the MDiv program at Virginia Theological Seminary, from
which she graduated in 1969. With encouragement from her rector, she pursued ordination to the diaconate and
became the first female deacon in the South in 1972.

During aretreat, she experienced a powerful spiritual calling to do something that had never been done before.
She heard the voice of God telling her, “I want you to be my priest,” she later told the Chicago Tribune.

“It was a powerful experience. It'swhy | never thought of giving up,” Cheek said.
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And she didn’t, even though she expected she would be deposed—permanently excluded from any ordained
ministry—after the Philadel phia ceremony.

“When the opportunity to go to the Philadel phia ordination came, | thought, well, if they toss me out, at least I'll
go witnessing to what | believe about the gospel and about women’ s appropriateness for being priests, and being
trueto what | believed,” she said in 2014.

Amid the heated controversy that followed the Philadel phia Eleven ordinations, Cheek was invited to celebrate
the Eucharist—something no woman had ever done in any Episcopal church—at St. Stephen and the Incarnation
Church in Washington. But, according to the Chicago Tribune, after she preached, the local priest read aletter
from the bishop saying that she was prohibited from celebrating the Eucharist, because the status of her
ordination was still in question.

“It was avery dramatic service,” shetold the Tribune. *Y ou could have heard a pin drop.”

Having been blocked at that service, Cheek returned later that year, and on November 10, 1974, she made
history yet again, becoming the first female Episcopal priest to publicly celebrate the Eucharist in “a service that

ranged from solemn prayer to joyous hugs and bursts of spontaneous applause,” as the Washington Post
described it.

Cheek was one of 12 American women selected as Time magazine’ s 1975 People of the Y ear, and she was
featured on the cover in clerical dress.

During the 1970s, Cheek studied at the Washington Institute of Pastoral Psychotherapy and started her own
counseling practice. She later became codirector of aVenture in Mission fundraising program in Philadel phia.
Later, she completed a DMin degree at Episcopal Divinity School in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and joined the
faculty as director of feminist liberation studies.

In 1996, Cheek joined the Greenfire Community and Retreat Center in Tenants Harbor, Maine, as a board
member and teacher until its closure, and she served at nearby St. Peter’s Episcopa Church. Sheretired in 2013
to North Carolina. —Episcopal News Service



