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Like some of the great modern writers she loves and taught others to love, and like the 

unsung monks who laboured their lives’ vocations on this ancient peninsula, Ruth 

Etchells found – to Durham’s great benefit – that one small place in one remote corner 

of the globe offered scope enough for a life’s work. 

 

Ruth arrived in Durham from Chester in 1968 to teach in the English Department and to 

help shape the freshly minted Trevelyan College where she was later to be Vice-

Principal.  Her first and continuing contribution to the University was as an outstanding 

teacher of undergraduates.  Her groundbreaking course on Modern Drama engaged 

students with a radically new kind of literature – this was the era of Beckett, Osborne, 

the emerging Pinter – and helped them see how it might have something to say about 

issues of ultimate meaning in their own lives and wider culture.  Her hugely popular 

book Unafraid to Be influenced generations far beyond Durham; it was one of the early 

catalysts for serious cross disciplinary engagement and a spur to the emerging field of 

Theology and Literature whose early British home was in Durham.  

 

Influential, inspiring and pioneering though she was as a teacher, the heart of Ruth’s 

contribution to the University was as Principal of St John’s College between 1979 and 

1989.  When she took up this appointment, it seemed a risky and courageous choice.  

Ruth was a lay person taking on the leadership of a college that was responsible for 

training clergy.  She was known as a scholar of English Literature rather than Theology 

(although she has degrees – and indeed honorary degrees – in both).  And she was a 

woman – the first female Principal of a Church of England theological college at a time 

when the Church did not ordain women to the priesthood and barely five years after the 

college had started admitting women undergraduates. 
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Just after she had said yes to this already somewhat daunting call, the outgoing Vice-

Chancellor chose that moment to be frank with Ruth about the ‘precarious’ nature of the 

University’s accreditation of St John’s. The college needed to prove that it could hold its 

own academically and pay its way. In response, Ruth started an ambitious 

refurbishment programme, established a more rigorous undergraduate admissions 

policy, transformed John’s into a genuinely multi-disciplinary learning community and, 

possibly more than any other individual in its history, fulfilled the college’s latent 

potential to inhabit a variety of fertile borderlands between academy, church and the 

world beyond.  

 

But her most exceptional contribution has always been through her remarkable pastoral 

skills: her uncanny prescience about people – kind, humane, seasoned by an 

appreciation of the absurd – which helped to restore perspective and hope to many.  

Confidante of shy undergraduates and Lord Bishops of the church alike – the world still 

beats a path to Ruth’s door.  A leading lay member of the Church of England and senior 

member of its Crown Appointments Committee, Ruth’s outstanding contributions to the 

Church were honoured with a Lambeth Doctor of Divinity in 1992. 

 

In retirement, Ruth has continued to contribute nationally, to write, and has excelled in a 

new craft: working in stained glass.  Her current workshop is in the cellars of the 

Cathedral’s College.  Under the same vaulted roofs as the lay monks of old: she, like 

them, has not asked for a large canvas, but the fruits of her labour and love have been 

immeasurable.  In the words of an R.S. Thomas poem she reflects on in her latest book:  

 

Some ask the world 

and are diminished 

in the receiving 

of it.  You gave me 

only this small pool 

that the more I drink 

from, the more overflows 

me with sourceless light. 

 

Mr Chancellor, I present Ruth Etchells to receive the Chancellor’s Medal. 
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