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Introduction Robert Jones

The marking of the centenary of the outbreak of World War 1 (WW1) has 
produced a wide variety of responses and in some quarters an attempt to 
recall us to something of the celebratory remembrance which was once 
expected. This, it is claimed, was eroded by a kind of liberal thinking 
especially propagated through stage and television drama, most notably 
Oh What a Lovely War (Theatre Royal Stratford East 1963) and the last 
Blackadder series (BBC TV 1989). Such an assumption, however, ignores a 
whole range of late twentieth-century literature and drama which has sought 
to make sense of the tragic events of this war including Sebastian Faulks 
(Birdsong), Pat Barker (Regeneration Trilogy), Michael Morpurgo (War 
Horse) and most recently Mark Hayhurst’s TV Drama (37 Days). While none 
of these seeks to glorify the history of war-torn Europe between 1914-1918, 
there is a real attempt to understand both the complexities and the sheer 
awfulness of what was happening. 

What is clear to us now is that WW1 took the settling of conflicts to a 
new place in terms both of timescale and horror. It is very difficult for us, 
a hundred years on, to view this history as a glorious victory though it is 
equally difficult to view it simply as a foolish mistake. Most history is a 
complex mix of intention and accident. If we could replay history we would 
certainly want to configure events differently, but this is not within our scope 
of possibility. So now we try to make sense of it as best we can, recognising 
that both judgements and understanding will always be partial and confused. 

For the Christian community in particular, the events of late 1914 and 
1915 saw such a rapid and huge expansion of the British Army that the 
British Churches were forced, through the pressure of events, to grapple 
with what was happening. This included the Methodist peoples – still at this 
time gathered into three: the Wesleyan, Primitive and United Methodist 
Churches. The Churches could not fail to engage in some way. So many 
of their young men were responding to the call to volunteer and, later, 
conscription (1916) cast the net even wider. At the very least there was seen 
to be an imperative to respond to the pastoral need. There had been a history 
of informal engagement in army chaplaincy before this point but 1914 was a 
defining moment.

What follow are six short essays about the effect for the Churches and 
especially the Methodist Churches of the coming of war and what has 
happened since. The first three are essentially historical papers. 
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•	 Peter Howson begins with a consideration of how the Methodists 
responded to the rapidly expanding need for army chaplains which put 
in place a complex relationship of the Church, the War Office (today the 
MOD) and the Army Chaplains’ Department (today the RAChD).

•	 Mark Powell explores the involvement of the Church in Britain, of 
Christian congregations and also very significantly of para-church 
organisations such as the YMCA.

•	 Kevin Hart considers the response of chaplaincy to flyers – at this stage 
in the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Navy Air Service – the RAF 
was not formed until April 1918. Flying in warfare was a major and 
frightening development.

The three papers that follow draw together past and present experiences and 
explore a range of  themes.
•	 Melanie Reed, in the light of the WW1 experience, reflects on the role 

of women chaplains in the predominantly male culture of the military 
world.

•	 Richard Smith examines the implications of the spirituality which 
derives from an approach to chaplaincy which takes seriously the 
Methodist covenant prayer. Again he is contrasting the contemporary 
experience with that of 1914.

•	 Alastair Bissell in the concluding paper identifies the twin key themes of 
contemporary chaplaincy as identifying the sacred – the holy presence of 
God in the midst of the chaotic awfulness of war, and being a prophetic 
challenge to the ethics of the day to day conduct of battle. As someone 
said of a chaplain in another context: “you keep us civilised in this place”.

Most of us struggle with the implications of war and we are happy to 
devolve much of the responsibility to others, both for the decisions and 
if necessary the conduct. This is as true today as it was 100 years ago. I 
am the first Secretary of the Forces Board without a military background 
so the invitation in 2012 to visit Camp Bastion was a very significant 
opportunity for learning. Normal adjectives like ‘good’ are not appropriate 
when describing the experience of Afghanistan. I have been asked about it 
many times since returning. I generally resort to words like extraordinary 
or daunting or fascinating – all of which are true but also fail to convey the 
scope of the experience which was at once complex, profound, exhilarating 
and confusing.
Even the flight into Camp Bastion was a revelation. Twenty minutes out, we 
made the final descent and all the lights were extinguished in the aircraft, 
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except for the green guidance lights in the aisles. At near enough the same 
moment, the conversation died away to silence. After a few minutes, I 
did wonder if prayer was the sole preserve of the clergy in the period of 
suspended quietness.

The following three days were a round of constant activity. Amid the 
presentations, briefings, meetings and visits, the importance of chaplaincy 
was a constant theme. Repeatedly, Commanding Officers spoke glowingly 
of the vital contribution of their padre. ‘Vital’ is a powerful word, so what 
brings about such a conviction? Repeatedly we witnessed the seriousness 
of chaplains as well as their humour. We saw their passionate, pastoral and 
professional commitment, but all of this was placed in a new perspective 
because of their context. Warfare means the constant proximity of death or 
serious injury. Of course we know about this as theory but the experience 
at first hand confirms without question that in this situation, the prayerful 
person of God is invaluable – vital indeed.

Two days before we arrived, a soldier had been very seriously injured in an 
episode involving an improvised explosive device (IED). A colleague stepped 
off the roadway to give him help and stood on another IED with the same 
result. Everyone we spoke to during our visit made reference to this event 
and the trauma was palpable. This is the grim reality of war now as it was 100 
years ago.

Throughout the visit, two questions were always in my mind. 

The first asks what does this experience say about humanity?  Chaplains 
spoke about warfare bringing out the best in people, but one pointed out that 
the best has to be balanced by an experience of the worst in humanity which 
is at the heart of war.

The second question is even more fundamental and asks “where is God 
in all of this?” In many respects it seemed a God-deserted place but 
chaplains mostly wanted to point to God present in laughter, joy, and in the 
relationships of colleagueship and camaraderie.  One chaplain in a private 
moment of desperation said, “God is not here”. I felt for him deeply and 
quietly we spoke about what we had learned at theological college. God is 
also present in the pain and suffering of injury and death. From this my mind 
went back to the death of Lazarus (John 11). Seeing all the distress of sisters 
and friends, “Jesus began to weep” (11.35).

So however we mark and remember this world-changing centenary it is 
important to say that part of the responsibility of the Church’s ministry in 
chaplaincy is to weep with the weeping and journey with the sorrowing.
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Methodists and the Army following  
the Outbreak of WW1 Peter Howson

The declaration, on 4 August 1914, that a state of war existed between the 
United Kingdom and Germany, faced the people called Methodist, both as 
individuals and as organised Churches, with a new set of circumstances. Over 
the coming months they would be required to make decisions that would 
profoundly affect the lives of many. Whilst in those early days of 1914 they 
would not have been able to foresee all the situations to which they would 
need to react, there were already enough new challenges to show how much 
would alter over the coming four and a quarter years. This was especially true 
in matters to do with military chaplaincy.

This paper will look at responses concerned with the formal relationship 
of the Methodist Churches that existed in 1914 and the British Army. The 
Royal Air Force would not exist until April 1918. The Royal Navy was 
served, when in port, by the mission and outreach of local Methodist 
churches of all backgrounds. Afloat it remained almost totally a preserve 
of Anglican chaplains, as it would do until near the end of World War 
Two. The relationship between Methodism and the Royal Navy is thus 
not discussed further in this chapter. Whilst for some Methodist groups, 
such as the relatively recently formed United Methodist Church, created 
in 1907, there had been little engagement with the army prior to 1914, for 
others, notably the Wesleyan Methodists, there had been a well-organised 
engagement that dated back to the formation, in 1859, of a Royal Navy and 
Army Board (commonly known as the Forces Board). A relationship between 
Methodists and the military had dated back even further to the time of John 
Wesley. Local churches that served a primarily military congregation had 
been established in ports and garrisons across England. They also existed in 
Gibraltar and Malta where they served the needs of the resident garrisons 
and of the visiting ships of the Royal Navy.

What was different, in August 1914, from anything previously experienced, 
was the scale of what was taking place. Britain was committing an 
Expeditionary Force to participate in a European war, just over the channel. 
This had not happened in the lifetime of anyone then alive. The war was also 
starting when, for the first time in British history, there was an organised 
contingent of reserve forces, albeit theoretically only dedicated to home 
defence. The Territorial Force had come into existence in 1907 as a result of 
a reorganisation of the army following the experiences of the Second Anglo-
Boer War that had ended in 1902. Very rapidly after the declaration of war 
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the British Government recognised the need to expand the army. Stories 
of German tactics in France and Belgium, together with the experience of 
the deaths of civilians in Whitby, Scarborough, and other North-East towns 
shelled by the German navy, helped to persuade many young men that they 
should volunteer to fight. A considerable number of these men came from 
Methodist homes that had not previously had anything to do with military 
life. They looked to their churches for support and advice.

The Wesleyan Methodists were the first to react. The Revd Joseph Bateson 
was Secretary to the Forces Board. He oversaw a group of ministers who were, 
in varying degrees, ‘set apart’ from normal circuit work to provide for the 
needs of the military community. A meeting of the Board, held on 25 May 
1914 had, as in previous years, agreed the names of ministers whom the War 
Office recognised as ‘acting chaplains’. That year there were to be 14 serving 
at various places across England and in Malta and Cairo. It also appointed, 
as it normally did, an ‘Emergency Committee’, to deal with matters that 
might arise before the next scheduled meeting of the Board in September 
1914. The Emergency Committee was convened on 6 August 1914. Amongst 
the issues facing it was whether to accept a standing offer from the War 
Office for commissions for Wesleyan chaplains accompanying the army 
on mobilisation. The policy, reinforced after the Anglo-Boer War, had 
been that the chaplains could be ‘embedded’ in the way that modern press 
represenatives are, but that they should not be commissioned lest by doing 
so the authority of the Wesleyan Conference over its ministers was reduced. 
The War Office wanted to know whether Wesleyan chaplains would accept 
commissions, and thus be under the authority of the War Office, and whether 
they could serve both at home and abroad. The decision was that they could, 
and what was more that they should do so as commissioned members of 
the Army Chaplains’ Department. Highly influential in the reaching of the 
decision was the Revd Owen Spencer Watkins. An experienced chaplain, 
he had campaigned for many years for such a decision. Within three weeks 
he was to be in France, serving with 14 Field Ambulance and then heavily 
involved with his unit during the retreat from Mons. Although Wesleyan 
chaplains were to go to France as part of a unified administrative system in 
the field and as such be under the authority of the Revd Dr John Simms, an 
Irish Presbyterian chaplain, their relations with the War Office were through 
a civil servant and not the Chaplain General. Indeed in July 1915 the 
Anglicans in France were to leave the unified administration to set up their 
own chain of command under a Deputy Chaplain General.
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The Wesleyan Board had considerable experience of dealing with the War 
Office. Following the creation, in 1907, of the Territorial Force, from the 
previous confusing mixture of militias, yeomanry units, and volunteers, 
three Wesleyans had received commissioned posts within it. A further 35 
‘civilian’ posts were earmarked in the mobilisation tables for the Territorial 
Force, mostly as part of medical units. The oversight of the Territorial 
Force chaplains had been administered through a War Office committee on 
which Bateson sat as the Wesleyan representative. There were undoubtedly 
Wesleyan soliders in many of the units. William Ashton was a young man in 
London who had joined a Territorial unit of the Royal Army Medical Corps. 
He was at camp on 4 August 1914 completing his annual training. Along 
with almost his entire unit, he was embodied into the army and accepted 
the possibility of overseas service. He was to go to France and then Salonika 
before transferring into the Machine Gun Corps. He survived the war and 
then became a primary school teacher in Tottenham where, in the 1950s, he 
was head of the school the author of this paper attended.

The Territorial Force, along with the regular army, contained not only 
Wesleyans but also Primitive Methodists. Indeed some soldiers had become 
members of the Primitive Methodist Church whilst they were serving. This 
was especially true in Aldershot, the ‘home’ of the British army where 
a Primitive Methodist cause had been founded in the late nineteenth 
century. For some years before 1914 the minister had been the Revd George 
Standing. The practice of itinerancy had seen him move from there so that 
by August 1914 he was in Leicester. He was, however, to take the lead 
within the Church. A meeting was called by the leaders of the Primitive 
Methodist Church to discuss the new situation that they faced. It was held 
on 24 September 1914 and discussed what the response of the Primitive 
Methodist Church ought to be to the war. At the meeting it was decided to 
form a ‘Special Army Committee’ as a section of the General Missionary 
Committee. It was also agreed that ministers should be allowed to serve as 
chaplains under the authority of the War Office. An approach was made to 
the Wesleyan board to discover whether the two branches of Methodism 
might work together. In previous conflicts the Wesleyan chaplains had  
often provided services and pastoral care for all nonconformists. The 
Wesleyan board was prepared to do so again. At its meeting on 28 September 
1914 it approved the appointment of ministers from the Primitive  
Methodist Church to serve as chaplains, so long as they were prepared to 
serve under the Wesleyan label. However it also noted that there were no 
immediate vacancies.
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Nothing more was to come of that particular proposal. The Primitive 
Methodist Church was to cooperate instead with other Methodists in a 
wider association of English nonconformists. The Primitve Methodists were 
not alone in recognising that they were facing a new situation. Each of the 
English nonconformist Churches suddenly found many of their young men 
joining the military in response to the appeals that were made to form a ‘New 
Army’. The advantage that the leaders of the Baptist and Congregational 
Unions had over their Methodist compatriots was that they had already had 
dealings with officials in the War Office over commissions for their ministers 
in the Territorial Force. Indeed the Army List for July 1914 contained the 
name of two ‘Baptist and Congregational ministers’, the Revds F G Kemp 
and J Seeley, who served in the paid, but not commissioned, category 
of ‘Acting Chaplain’ alongside their Wesleyan colleagues. They, like their 
Wesleyan counterparts, were, during August 1914, incorporated into the 
group of chaplains that accompanied the newly mobilised elements of  
the army.

When, in the early autumn of 1914,  it became clear to the Churches that 
large numbers of men were enlisting, those that did not have any organised 
ministry to the army began to consider how such a work might be developed. 
Having failed to find an appropriate way of cooperating with the Wesleyans, 
the Primitive Methodists were as receptive as their United Methodist 
colleagues to the suggestion of a joint approach to the War Office by a 
committee of the English Free Churches. By the beginning of November 
1914 arrangements were far enough advanced for a conference of such 
Churches to be held. Under the leadership of the Revd J H Shakespeare of 
the Baptist Union and the Revd R J Wells of the Congregational Union a 
meeting was held on 11 November. It was attended by representatives of the 
both the Primitive and United Methodist Churches. Further meetings took 
place on 20 November and 4 December. These discussed the form that a 
common approach to the War Office should take. 

The discussions with civil servants proved satisfactory and a scheme was 
devised to create a ‘United Board.’ The War Office published the details of 
the new Board in a circular dated 26 January 1915.  Chaplains appointed 
by the Baptists, Congregationalists, Primitive and United Methodists 
were to be known as United Board chaplains. They were essentially to be 
interchangeable in their posting and to be able to minister to any one of their 
co-religionists. The issue of infant baptism could safely be seen as irrelevant 
in the ministry to soldiers at war. The Wesleyans, having been unwilling to 
join with the others, continued to maintain their independence. At a meeting 
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of their board, held on 25 November, they minuted their satisfaction that 
the War Office had been informed that only Wesleyan chaplains should 
minister to Wesleyan soldiers. They would thus continue to provide a distinct 
chaplaincy service.

The Wesleyans also retained their independence within the chaplaincy 
provided to the Indian Army. Chaplaincy for that force had never been the 
responsibility of the War Office and the Army Chaplains’ Department in 
London. Instead they belonged to a body known as the Indian Ecclesiastical 
Establishment. In Britain, Wesleyan ministers, under the auspices of the 
Missionary Society, worked alongside their commissioned colleagues. Again, 
as in Britain, they became part of the mobilised forces that were sent from 
India. Some Wesleyans served as chaplains in France. Others went as part of 
the Indian Expeditionary Force to Mesopotamia. It was there that the  
Revd A Y Wright would be captured on 29 May 1916 at the fall of Kut.

In what was to become a world war, Methodists, and their chaplains, were 
to serve on all fronts. Indeed by the end of the war the Revd Owen Spencer 
Watkins was to serve as the Principal Chaplain in Italy overseeing all the 
British army chaplains in the country. Things were thus often different at the 
front. Indeed the gifts and graces of an individual chaplain were frequently 
more important than the label under which he ministered. Soldiers who 
sought spiritual comfort or guidance from a chaplain would make use of 
whoever happened to be the chaplain to their unit or ministering in the 
same area. For troops in the United Kingdom it was different. Here the 
denominational labels stood for old rivalries and were reflected in the need 
to provide an appropriate chaplain from the correct denomination.

All three Methodist Churches found that they were faced with a series of 
new and largely unexpected questions in the months following the outbreak 
of war in August 1914. Further questions, such as their attitude to the 
introduction of compulsory military service, and how they viewed those 
within their number who believed that war was evil and wanted no part of it, 
were to surface as the war progressed. What was to endure was the structure 
that they had created to provide spiritual support for the army. It was only as 
the war appeared to be reaching its end and the War Office was looking to the 
future of the army that other questions would arise. These would require all 
the Methodist Churches to make decisions about how they would relate to 
the army in that post-war world. That is, however, another story.

Those who wish to learn more of the Methodist Churches’ response to the 
military situation that developed after the outbreak of war will find the 
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papers of the Wesleyan and Primitive Methodist Churches committees in the 
Methodist Archives at the John Rylands Library in Manchester. A discussion 
about the organisation of chaplaincy during the war, and in the periods 
both before and after it, forms the central part of Muddling Through: The 
Organisation of British Army Chaplaincy in World War One, that the author 
wrote and which was published by Helion in 2013. Details of the Wesleyan 
involvement in the Indian Ecclesiastical Establishment are to be found in the 
India Office papers deposited in the British Library.
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Serving the Serving:  
1914, a hundred years ago  Mark Powell

At some time you may have seen the famous WW1 poster that depicts a child 
sitting on her father’s knee while her brother plays with toy soldiers on the 
floor beside the arm chair. The expression on the man’s face is perhaps one of 
remorse or shame as his daughter asks, 

Daddy what did YOU do in the Great War? 

The implication is that this man was regretting not being able to tell his 
children how he had answered his country’s call in its hour of need and 
joined up to fight. 

Perhaps the question we muse on today may be slightly more oblique as we 
sit looking back across the century from the comfort and peace of our pew (or 
stackable chair) and ask, 

Yes, but what did the Church do in the Great War? 

It is possible that an answer will come from the depths of our collective 
memory and someone will say ‘Woodbine Willie’. Immediately we are 
reminded of the fact that there were chaplains within the Army and the 
Royal Navy at the time of conflict (remembering of course that the Royal 
Air Force had not yet been formed). Geoffrey Studdert Kennedy MC, was an 
Anglican priest who got his nickname for handing out cigarettes (Woodbines) 
as a physical comfort to the soldiers he attended to along with the spiritual 
encouragement he offered them. 

Someone else might say ‘Toc H’, but that evolved as an organisation after 
the war. True, it began as a work of chaplaincy among the troops, a house in 
Poperinghe, Belgium, named Talbot House. It became TH to soldiers or Toc 
H in the ‘signals speak’ they used. The work began as a place of recreation, 
a bit like a church club, run by two chaplains, the Revds Neville Talbot and 
Philip (Tubby) Clayton. It became a place of sanity in the midst of war for all 
the men who used it and it was a place where rank was left at the door. 

There was much more going on than this of course, a lot of it perhaps never 
appreciated and recorded; the Church after all was seeking its place in the 
conflict, not to be served but to serve those who were serving. Chaplaincy 
was one of the most visual means by which this was done, as it was seen 
as the official acknowledgment of the presence of the Church within the 
military, although not everything the Church did for the soldier and sailor 
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was through chaplaincy. There were other Church and Christian-based 
agencies at work during WW1 with a desire to help in whatever practical and 
spiritual way possible any who found themselves in uniform, those of faith 
and those of none. 

Exploring the Church’s involvement in the great upheaval of the country’s 
call to arms must inevitably begin with chaplaincy, as this is the most 
obvious response the Church makes for its members who join up. 

It’s not that simple though. The issue of denomination comes up – who 
becomes a chaplain and from which Church? 

At the onset of war as a soldier or sailor, you were either, Church of England 
(CofE), Presbyterian, Roman Catholic (RC), or Wesleyan, as these were the 
only recognised denominations within the services, the only spaces that 
could be filled in on the form. As such, the number of chaplains from the 
different denominations that the military acknowledged was in proportion to 
the adherents from those Churches within the service. Of course if you had 
no particular preference you would probably be put down as CofE! 

At the outset of the hostilities the other main non-conformist denominations 
sought chaplaincy representation for their members who had gone into 
uniform and it was through the establishing of the United Board that the 
interests of the Congregationalist, Baptists, Primitive Methodist and United 
Methodist churches were represented. 

At the outbreak of war in August 1914 the Army Chaplains Department 
(AChD) could field only 117 chaplains, 89 CofE, 11 Presbyterian and 17 RC. 
The Wesleyan chaplains were not represented in the AChD numbers as they 
had not yet up to this point taken commissions; those who worked with the 
military had been retained under the denominational banner and authority 
within the Home Missions Department. 

So began the need for the rapid expansion of chaplaincy as the number 
of men coming into uniform grew; by August 1915 the figures were, 620 
CofE, 110 Presbyterian, 250 RC, 100 Wesleyan, 75 United Board, 7 Welsh 
Calvinist and 2 Jewish chaplains in service. 

By August 1918 the number of commissioned chaplains stood at 3,416, with 
a proportional breakdown of that figure similar to that in 1915. 

What then was the role of the chaplain? What did he do? How did he make 
the transition from parish to trench, from the clerical black to ‘the khaki’? 
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Serving the Serving: 1914, a hundred yearS ago

A good number of personal experiences were recorded; some of the books 
written by these chaplains who served in WW1 can still be found on the 
second-hand market and give a clear insight into the expectations and 
experiences of these men as they were deployed with the fighting force or 
operated within the home camps. 

Generally it would seem there was difficulty in understanding and 
establishing a set role. At home it was easier to maintain a set routine of 
church parades and services visits and such like. Once on the march or at 
the front it was a completely different situation and environment. Many 
chaplains found themselves helping out in ways they had not expected, 
especially when it came to helping to clear casualties and care for the 
wounded. 

One concern always seems to have been how they could remain relevant to 
their calling; how could they bring the spiritual aspect and sense of divine 
purpose into what, for most men they met, was felt to be a godless situation? 
How could they gain the respect of those they had come to serve and how 
could they impart to them a sense of faith and hope in God in the midst of 
death and destruction? 

‘Holy Grocery’, became a route that provided an answer in some situations; 
hence Woodbine Willy and his cigarettes because receiving comforts in some 
way meant a lot to the soldier. It also somehow gave the chaplain the right to 
offer more spiritual comfort. Perhaps this is especially true when eventually 
the chaplains were allowed to go into the front lines with the troops. To share 
the same deprivations and hardships as the ranks under fire went a long way 
in giving the chaplain the recognition and acceptance that he needed in the 
eyes of the men. 

It would not be long before he would be burying the dead, including soldiers 
he may have spoken to that day, some with whom he may have prayed or 
had seen at a service a few days before in a make-shift chapel in the field. Ten, 
twenty, thirty or more such services might take place in one night but never 
with a lamp or light as that would draw the sniper fire, the service not read 
out but spoken from memory. 

At the dressing station or field hospital an extra pair of hands was always 
welcome, as was the opportunity of a conversation with those who wanted to 
send messages home or those who wanted to ask difficult questions as they 
searched for answers at a time of personal injury and pain. Then there would 
always be some who welcomed a prayer and hearing the word of God read to 
comfort them in their last moments. 
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Chaplains who were deployed carved out for themselves their own role with 
the troops they served, all different but in many ways the same. The Revd 
Robert Wilfred Callin (Primitive Methodist) wrote of the initial Somme 
offensive in which the British 5th Army was thrown back over 30 miles to the 
gates of Amiens:

For a fortnight practically without sleep or proper food we existed and we 
fought, to our own battalion in particular falling the deathless honour of 
fighting the rearguard action which covered the Division in its retirement.

My duties were innumerable – but seldom the work of an orthodox 
minister at home. I buried no dead for that had to be left to the enemy. I 
preached no sermon – I passed Good Friday and Easter Sunday without 
being aware of them. But the last messages and the hurried talks at 
midnight; the ceaseless journeyings on behalf of the needs of the fighting 
men – these were part of my work. I walked until the bones of my feet felt 
as though they would go through my boots. I rode until my legs were raw 
and I was so tired I dared not sit on a horse. To stop was to sleep, anywhere, 
anyhow. Yet my lot was mild compared with the lot of the fighters. It 
would be folly for my feeble pen to attempt any adequate description of 
the horror, the supreme courage, the incredible fatigue of that time. No 
one can realise it but those who were in it.  [Quoted in Lysons (1996)] 

The Revd Owen Spencer Watkins (Wesleyan) wrote of his work with the 14th 
Field Ambulance in 1915: 

And the chaplain’s work, what of that? 

It has been as in the past – few opportunities of getting the men together 
for Parade Services, but when able to preach to them meeting with the 
warmest appreciation; many opportunities of personal touch, when 
men are found to be more responsive than they ever are in peace time; 
sometimes a prayer by the side of a dying comrade whose work is done 
and then the letter written to his dear ones telling of his passing; the 
reading of the funeral service; distribution of gifts and comforts from 
home – such are the things that make up a chaplain’s day, and one’s 
comfort is that, though it seems little, it yet is not entirely without fruits.  
[Owen Spencer Watkins (1915)] 

It is impossible in this short space to depict the entirety of the effectiveness 
and achievement of the work of the military chaplain during the WW1. The 
records speak for them with VCs, MCs, DSOs, MMs1 , and more awarded to 

1 VC is the Victoria Cross. MC is the Military Cross created on 28 December 1914 for 
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those who served. And of course there were casualties, some on active duty 
at the front and some who died at a later date as a result of their wounds. The 
best testament however must be the very high regard that the establishment 
and most of the fighting men held for their padres by the end of the conflict. 

It is interesting to note that not all clergymen who worked among the troops 
were chaplains; there were those who did not want to put on a uniform and 
yet had felt the need to care for the physical, spiritual and moral wellbeing 
of the fighting men. Many of these found a means of serving through other 
agencies that were at work among the troops along with many individuals 
with a Christian conscience who, seeing the need, volunteered - both men 
and women. Foremost among this group of agencies has to be the YMCA2, 
which already had some experience of working with Territorial Troops prior 
to the conflict as well as experience in the field during the Boer War with 
their work through the Soldiers Christian Association (SCA). The YMCA 
mobilised an army of volunteers almost from day one. The work tended to 
be based around the provision of huts which were used as a canteen, meeting 
room, chapel, rest centre all rolled into one. From these establishments they 
ministered hot drinks and food on a daily basis, provided a place for rest and 
relaxation, paper and pencil to write home, libraries and entertainments, as 
well as, later in the war, providing educational opportunities for soldiers. 
All this was on the basis of Christian ministry through the hands of many 
men and women drawn from across the denominations, some of whom 
were clergymen. The list included Baptist, Congregationalist Presbyterian, 
Wesleyan Methodist, United Methodist, Primitive Methodist, Calvinistic 
Methodist and a few Anglican among others. Usually engaged for not less 
than six months if working overseas and most often for much longer periods, 
many Christians shared their faith in this practical way by working in a 
YMCA hut. Some of establishments were situated very close to the action 
and the odd one or two were destroyed through enemy fire or deliberate 
demolition and this meant there were casualties too. 

At one point during the hostilities the number of YMCA workers on the 
Western Front alone was in the region of 1,750 and the number who served 
in this way was over 3,500 by the end of the war. 

commissioned officers of the substantive rank of Captain or below and for Warrant Officers,
DSO is the Distinguished Service Order awarded for meritorious or distinguished service by 
officers of the armed forces during wartime. MM is the Military Medal awarded to personnel of 
the British Army and other services,  below commissioned rank, for bravery in battle on land.
2 YMCA is the Young Men’s Christian Association .
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It was during this time that the YMCA and the SCA parted company, 
the latter feeling the work of the ‘Huts’ needed to be more purposefully 
evangelistic in its application. With ‘Missioners’ performing their duties as 
they had in South Africa, the SCA provided its own ‘Huts’ and staff. Again, 
these were volunteers from across the denominations drawn in by the call 
to Christian service and an opportunity to help in the effort of reaching the 
soldiers with the gospel message of Jesus Christ. The SCA was very much 
concerned with supporting those of faith who had volunteered or been 
conscripted into the forces as well as seeking opportunity for evangelism 
among the many who claimed no faith or no commitment. Much, they felt, 
had been achieved through their ministry by the end of the war. 

Also to be found among the troops at home and overseas, at the onset of 
hostilities and for the duration of war, was the Army Scripture Reader 
and Soldiers Friend Society. This mission organisation had been working 
in the Army since 1838. Its work was already established and its workers, 
Scripture Readers, were well-known among the troops, having served with 
them through many campaigns and conflicts since its inauguration. During 
WW1 there were around 64 Readers employed at various camps and units, 
34 of these serving overseas. Their work was primarily evangelistic but like 
chaplains and all others involved with the spiritual aspect of service life they 
had to find a way of establishing their credibility amid those to whom they 
ministered, if they wanted opportunities to share their faith and proclaim 
the gospel. One of the requirements of an Army Scripture Reader was that 
at some time they had done military service themselves. This gave them an 
affinity with those they worked among as they could readily empathise with 
the situation in which the soldiers found themselves. Many worked in the 
trenches or were attached to field dressing stations and hospitals, such as 
Harry Wisbey who had served as soldier during the Boer War gaining the 
rank of corporal. Invalided back to England in 1901 he became a Scripture 
Reader and in 1914 as he was attached to the Suffolk regiment and deployed 
with them on 13 August. He was then able to help and support the wounded 
at the battle of Mons at the end of that month when the regiment took very 
heavy casualties. Harry went on to serve as a Scripture Reader until 1951. 

Other Christians representing Church involvement with the military during 
the war got involved by serving with organisations such as the Salvation 
Army, the Church Army, the various denominations and missions that ran 
Soldiers Homes and Sailors Homes and the Catholic Women’s League, the 
Friends Ambulance Unit, the Catholic Huts for Soldiers Abroad, the Scottish 
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Church Huts, the Navy Mission Society, the British Soldiers Institute, and 
many others. 

This work was in addition to all the initiatives set up by churches locally and 
nationally at home, who wanted in some way to do their part for the spiritual, 
moral and physical welfare of the serving men. This is where the women 
of the church came into their own. Women’s Leagues did a lot through 
the different denominations, not only by raising money but by sewing 
and knitting garments for the troops, putting together parcels of comforts, 
gathering even the basics like soap and sewing kits with spare buttons and 
other small essentials to send out to the men. Naturally there were many 
women who took their Christian calling further and volunteered as nurses, 
hospital workers, as well as ambulance drivers and such like. They saw it as 
their Christian duty to do what they could where they could even if it meant 
being close to the carnage. 

Also to be remembered are the gospel and tract societies who provided 
tons and tons of literature in the form of testaments and tracts and other 
inspirational reading material that was distributed far and wide during 
the conflict, most of it made freely available by gift and donation of local 
churches and Christian individuals.

So, “What did the Church do in the Great War? 

It rose to the challenge of supporting the military by displaying the highest 
ideals of Christian service and served those who served, through chaplaincy 
and ancillary organisations, to the point in some instances, where the 
greatest of sacrifices was made and a life was laid down for another. 

As to its effectiveness? I don’t think we will ever know this side of eternity. 
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– some things never change Kevin Hart

But when the world did wake up to the dangers of the air, it woke up with 
a shudder of horror. No wonder. Frontiers were gone. Security was gone. 
No man could hope for peace or prosperity under the threat of violent 
death. The days of wars were over; massacre of the community in which 
children would retch their lives away, women would be blinded, and men 
powerless to protect or succour. The end of civilisation was in sight.  
[Lewis, (1933)]

In November 1918, the Royal Air Force (RAF) Chaplains’ Branch was 
formed at a time when contemporary interest for mission statements or 
vision statements would have appeared anathema. Had the founding leaders 
been invited to express their purpose in such terms, they would probably 
have thought it an irrelevant inconvenience. For them, the raison d’être of 
the infant Branch was simple; to bring the compassion, hope and love of 
the Christian faith to those who served in the fledgling Air Force. Clever 
words and business talk would have been unnecessary, for it would have 
been widely accepted and perfectly normal that clergy would be present in 
the military context to lead worship, administer the sacraments, and instruct 
in the faith. Through quiet and faithful service, much of which was never 
recorded, that is exactly what they did, and those early Air Force chaplains 
lived out the motto of the current RAF Chaplains’ Branch, Ministrare non 
Ministrari – to serve, not to be served. During WW1 that compassion, hope 
and love were indeed eloquently demonstrated, and for some, the response 
to that commission to serve others led them to pay the ultimate sacrifice  
in war.

Ninety-six years ago the infant RAF recognised the need for its own 
Chaplains’ Branch, and under the visionary leadership of a former Royal 
Navy chaplain, Dan Viener, Army and Royal Navy chaplains who had served 
with the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) and Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) 
squadrons transferred to the RAF. They brought with them the experiences 
and responses of the trench warfare and sea battles of the previous four years, 
along with the traditions of each Service, but also a realistic philosophy 
expressed so eloquently above by Cecil Lewis.
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Just war

The role of religion and the traditional exercise of ordained ministry in 
WW1 was a confused one. Both the allies and axis powers were drawn from 
predominantly Christian cultures, and both claimed that their cause was a 
just one, God was on their side. This is neither the time nor the place for a 
discussion of the Church compromising its beliefs then, but with a century of 
hindsight under the belt, the role of full-time and part-time chaplains in the 
Armed Forces is worthy of debate.

When war broke out in Europe in the summer of 1914, there was minimal 
resistance to the call to arms. Large and cheering crowds gathered in 
Trafalgar Square when war was declared on 4 August 1914, and hundreds of 
thousands of men immediately enlisted, confident that the fight would be 
short, successful without a doubt by Christmas, and an adventure not to  
be missed.

While some Church 
leaders had personal 
doubts, including a young 
Methodist local preacher, 
Bert Brocklesby, who in 1915 
proclaimed from his pulpit 
that Christians should at all 
costs resist vengeance and 
love their enemies (a message 
he practised through his 
refusal to be called-up under 
conscription and spending 
the subsequent war years 
in prisons and work camps) 
others were more outspoken. 
The Bishop of London, 
Arthur Foley Winnington-
Ingram, chaplain from 1901 to the London Rifle Brigade and London Royal 
Naval Volunteers, visited troops on the Western Front, Salonika and the 
Grand Fleet at Rosyth and Scapa Flow. Preaching to a military congregation 
in 1915, his message was uncompromising and his language strong; for a 
clergyman the language he used to describe the German people verged on 
xenophobia. He openly supported recruiting drives and later in the war 
urged his young clergy to enlist as combatants.

The Bishop of London visits the Grand Fleet.
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We are on the side of Christianity against anti-Christ. We are on the side 
of the New Testament which respects the weak, and honours treaties, 
and dies for its friends and looks upon war as a regrettable necessity. It 
is a Holy War, and to fight in a Holy War is an honour. [Lambeth Palace 
Library]

Kaiser Wilhelm II equally viewed the war in overtly religious terms;

It was a crusade against evil-Satan-in the world, prosecuted by us as tools 
of the Lord. God wants this struggle, we are his tools. He will direct it, we 
need not worry about the outcome, we will suffer, fight and be victorious 
under His sign … the German peace, God’s peace, in which the entire 
liberated world will breathe a sigh of relief. [Rohl (2014) p. 963]

Service as needed

Prior to the establishment of the RAF Chaplains’ Branch much of chaplaincy 
was exercised through 
clergy who offered faithful 
service as needed. The local 
vicar to the Norfolk village 
of Narborough, the Revd 
John Robert Crawford was 
probably more involved with 
the local aerodrome and the 
tragic happenings within his 
parish than any other civilian 
clergyman during WW1. 
Having been appointed 
as the unofficial chaplain 
to the aerodrome, before 

a full-time chaplain arrived, his duties included taking church services on 
Sunday mornings. The notes in his Preachers’ Book PD559/71, 1912-1920 
indicate that the motor transport he was promised to accompany him to the 
aerodrome often failed to pick him up, and when it did, the attendance at the 
church service parade was very few. He recorded his first visit as:

I was motorised to and from the camp. When I reached it there was not a 
soul, not a private, still less an officer there to meet me. I was dumped like 
a bale of goods and left. [Norfolk Archives Office]

Plaque commemorating Narborough Aerodrome, 
Narborough, Norfolk, UK
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On a later date he was asked to hold a church service in the men’s mess: 
“Thirty boys at the other end having breakfast! I really must protest”. However, 
this relationship with personnel at the base was generally very cordial, and 
he was repeatedly called upon to officiate at airmen’s funerals. He felt very 
deeply about the mounting casualty list and wrote in the church magazine, 

“We mourn six losses in eight days”.

The fighting padre

Padre Pat Leonard DSO served as a temporary Chaplain 4th Class with 
the King’s Own Royal Lancashire Regiment, until he was seconded on 
Wednesday 14 November 1917 to report forthwith to his new unit, No 9 
Squadron RFC.  After conducting his last Sunday service with the King’s 
Own, a farewell dinner and party in the Junior Mess, he awoke the next 
morning to make the four-day journey north: “I said goodbye and went off in 
the mess cart to Bapaume with all my kit, my dog, and my servant” [Leonard 
and Leonard-Johnson (2010) p. 175]

Within the first week, Leonard recorded in his diary that he was settling 
down to his new life, enjoying himself immensely and had “grown up among 
them” (p. 176). He described his new unit as “My parish consists of four 
squadrons, two here and two about three miles away [7 and 9 Squadrons at 
Proven, and 21 and 23 at La Lorie]” (p. 176). Leonard regretted leaving his 
work with the army behind him, including the establishment of a ‘chipped-
potato shop’, but was soon involved with the provision of entertainment: “I 
have been roped in as the house manager of the Concert Party” (p. 176).

At that time, each squadron consisted of 50-60 officers, including pilots, 
observers, and ground officers, and about 250 servicemen. Leonard was 
proud to be associated with the ‘ground trades’ and reassured his mother that, 

“Terra firma is the scene of my ministration, and on terra firma I will remain” 
(p. 177). One week later he wrote, “There doesn’t appear to be such a need or 
scope for a padre as in the infantry – or should I say work isn’t quite so easy 
to find” (p. 177). He recognized that the fledgling Air Force of that time did 
not consist of infantry men in trenches and that it was “harder to get in touch 
with the men. They are always busy and being specialists are a good deal 
scattered” (p. 177).

Apart from my domestic labours I have held a few services, played a few 
games of rugger, and got on with the work of making friends in my new 
parish. [Leonard and Leonard-Johnson (2010) p.177]
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Much of the army administration systems remained within the early Air 
Force, including regular meetings with other RFC chaplains at the Assistant 
Chaplain General’s office. One distinct difference between the chaplaincy 
roles of the army and RFC was a conceptual one, “We wanted to divide the 
work more satisfactorily according to territory rather than Army Divisions”  
(p. 177). Leonard notes that he had returned to the aerodrome in time for a 
game of rugger, and that in the evening he had organised a boxing training 
session for a competition, erected a ring in a hangar, and even boxed three 
rounds with a big heavy rugger forward named Walker. He concluded his 
diary that evening with, “It’s all part of the game, and for the good of the 
cause” (p. 177).

The padre’s role

Very little has been recorded about army chaplains who served with the RFC. 
Padre Bernard Keymer, a student of both Oxford and Cambridge, the vicar 
of Eastleigh, Hampshire, was not the conventional Anglican clergyman of 
his day. In February 1917, in his early forties, he joined 40 Squadron RFC at 

Bruay, France, and was welcomed as a 
‘gust of clerical fresh air’. He refused to 
wear a clerical collar, opened a Nissen 
hut as a church named St Michael, 
and preached a punchy brand of 
Christianity interspersed by a down-to-
earth humour. He was affectionately 
referred to as ‘The Old Man’:

The Old Man, the vicar as his 
parishioners do NOT see him. He 
is a wonder parson; a raconteur, a 
sportsman and a tomboy. Just now 
he is working, trying hard to level 
the ground in the middle of our huts 
to make a tennis court. On Sunday 
night I went to a service. The Old 
Man explained he wanted to make it a 
meeting rather than a service. [Jones 
(1934) p. 97]

The Reverend Bernard Keymer RFC

RFC chaplain’s brassard
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Bernard Keymer exercised a sincere affinity with the pilots and his fatherly 
care for their safety was legendary. He had gently integrated himself into 
the pilot force and to many he was more than a wonderfully trusted friend 
and confidant. Many letters home referred to him having a real and uplifting 
effect on morale, and many spoke of the pipe-smoking father figure with 
admiration and affection: “This was the only type of Padre who fitted into the 
scheme of things in a Flying mess during a war” [Jones (1934) p. 98]

It is worth a good deal to see him on the aerodrome when any big stunt 
is going forward. He was down there to watch us start for the balloon 
strafe. He was fearfully grave and just walked round the machines – hardly 
saying a word. I don’t think he expected any of us to return.

I was the second to get back. The Old Man sprinted out, beating the ‘ack-
emmas’ (mechanics) by yards. He ran from pilot to pilot, saying, “Damn 
good! How completely splendid!” Jones (1934) p. 97]

Increasingly Bernard Keymer found himself called upon to counsel and 
comfort aircrew at the edge of their nervous endurance. He was seen as much 
as a concerned friend as a military padre, and much of his work occurred on 
the tennis court he made for them and on which he beat most of them.

When a pilot or observer was shot down, lost or killed in action the Squadron 
Commander and often the padre would write to the immediate family. 
This was an exceptionally difficult task, not helped by the lack of reliable 
information. When Second Lieutenant Jack Walthew was killed when his 
RE8 was shot down during a photographic reconnaissance mission in the 
Ypres area, 19 September 1917, the padre P H Wilson, 22nd Wing RFC wrote 
to his mother:

I knew your son well and thought possibly you might care to hear from 
me. There is little information as to where he went down or in what way. 
You will be glad to know that your son frequently made his Communion 
at the services I have held, and always a regular attendant at other services. 
Everyone in the squadron liked him immensely, and all are very sad that 
he is missing. May the Holy Spirit comfort you in your time of anxiety. 
[Steel and Hart (2007) p. 300-301]
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Friend to all, enemy of none

The chaplain in the photograph is the Reverend 
James Rowland Walkey CBE MA (1880-1960). 
He was an army chaplain at Woolwich  
1911-1914 and served in France and Belgium 
1914-1918, where he was mentioned in 
despatches. He received a special promotion 
in 1915, and served as Senior Chaplain 19th 
Division 1915-16 and DACG VII Corps 1916-
1918. With such a diverse service record it was 
no surprise that after the war he was appointed 
Deputy Chaplain-in-Chief RAF 1918-1919, and 
eventually he became Chaplain-in-Chief RAF 

1933-1940. He retired from the  RAF in 1940 but conducted his last service 
one month before his death, 8 January 1960.

James Walkley transferred from the Army on 21 November 1918 and was 
welcomed into the RAF Chaplains’ Branch with the relative rank of Major. 

The Revd James Rowland 
Walkey CBE MA

Facsimile of 
the London 
Gazette, 26 
November 
1918, 13925
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Flight Magazine, 15 August 1918, p. 918
  

The figure above illustrates the special relationships enjoyed between the 
separate chaplaincy services of the Armed Forces during WW1. Bishop 
John Taylor Smith served as Chaplain General to the Forces 1901-1925, and 
during his tenure he oversaw the expansion of the chaplaincy service from 
some 120 chaplains in 1914 to almost 3,500 in 1918. There is no doubt that 
such acts of cooperation between the established Services of the Royal Navy 
and Army, particularly through the amalgamation of the RNAS and RFC, 
and in specialist trades such as chaplaincy, set the foundation for the joint 
approach of today.
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This image is taken from an unedited film in the wake of the British advance 
to victory, probably in the region of Villers Bretonneux, Western Front, 
September 1918, and records a religious service at No 2 Aeroplane Supply 
Depot RAF, France, 1 September 1918. Mechanics and other ranks, mostly 
wearing RFC uniforms and badges, march out on parade led by their band 
and form up in a hollow square round the FE2d night bomber. The Base 
Chaplain uses the observer’s cockpit as a makeshift pulpit to deliver his 
sermon, after which the band plays a hymn and marches away.

Although the congregation are wearing RFC uniforms the padre would 
technically still be in the Army Chaplains’ Department.

One hundred years on

One hundred years separate the experiences of the Revd John Robert 
Crawford and this researcher, and although the images above are dated, the 
activities of military chaplains are timelessly identical. People remain the 
cutting edge. Servicemen and servicewomen, regular and reserve, are the 
difference between success and failure on operations at home and globally. 
The development of innovative people as critical thinkers, with a range of 
skills and knowledge to enable them to exploit and adapt the resources 
available, and meet the operational need in all environments continues. The 
moral component remains crucial to operational success, and as standing 
tasks and future operations demand more from service personnel, the 
support of individual resilience to ensure people have the will to fight, the 
confidence in their abilities and the care of them and their families remains 
vital. An adaptable air force able to cope with unpredictability requires 
resilient organisation as well as resilient people. Organisational resilience 

A religious service at No 2 
Aeroplane Supply Depot RAF, 
France, 1 September 1918
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includes the capability to learn from experience and to use those lessons 
in a relevant and effective way. Diversity is a strategic strength to embrace 
different backgrounds, experiences, faiths and cultures among people 
continues to build alliances across the nations. The RAF family comprises 
regular and reserve personnel, civil servants, contractors, families, charities, 
cadets, volunteers and veterans, all of whom contribute to operational 
effectiveness. Rewarding life and work cannot be guaranteed but the 
development of people in the skills and knowledge needed to work and serve 
now enhances the opportunities for life beyond service. Informed choice 
enables sound decisions for and about people, and also allows the agility, 
adaptability and capability of personnel to come to the fore. Sustainability to 
meet requirements within limits preserves some of our fighting capacity, so 
we can deliver in emerging situations or surge to meet future commitments 
without compromising on welfare and well-being of personnel.
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Walking in the Steps of Giants –  Melanie Reed

a reflection on female chaplaincy  
in the light of the WW1 chaplaincy legacy
Her pain was tangible; it swept over her like waves on the shore. I held her as 
the tears of despair and anguish soaked into the fabric of my jacket. We had 
not met before this day and yet there was an instant connection. Yes, we were 
about the same age and yes we were both female, but it was more than that; 
we were both mothers, our children roughly the same age. Our youngest 
were both boys, a couple of years apart, and as we looked into each others’ 
eyes we didn’t need words to describe that unique and beautiful bond that is 
often present between mothers and their sons. The difference? My son was 
safe at school studying for his A-levels, and her precious boy was returning 
from Afghanistan in a wooden box. There are no words for such a moment, 
so I held her in my arms until the waves of sadness subsided a little and she 
could once more raise her head and look out of the window. We stood side by 
side, looking and waiting, my hand gently resting on her shoulder, just so she 
knew I was still there, a message that I would be strong for her, that I would 
walk with her in order to get her through the day, possibly the worst day of 
her life. For I am a Royal Air Force Chaplain, and walking alongside the 
family members and friends of those who are being repatriated having died 
whilst serving their country in Afghanistan is one of my duties. A duty, yes, 
but for me, it is a life-changing honour. 
Sadly, there is nothing new about young men and women giving their lives 
in the service of their country3. Chaplains, or ‘padres’, as we are affectionately 
known, came into their own during the WW14, but female chaplains are still 
relatively new5.

3 The War Office official report in 1922 listed 9 million soldiers killed or missing in action, dead 
from wounds, or whilst prisoners of war, and included the Royal Navy war dead and missing, 
and the Royal Flying Corps, Royal Air Force and Royal Naval Air Service war dead, although the 
latter were not listed separately. These WW1 records did not include the 14,000 deaths reported 
by the Merchant Navy. (http://www.forces-war-records.co.uk, Apr 2014)
4 From before 1066 armies have taken clergy with them to war. The roles of chaplains within 
the military have changed significantly but their presence has remained as important as ever. 
In WW1 names such as Woodbine Willy and Tubby Clayton became synonymous with the 
bringing of comfort, care and compassion to those caught up in the bloodiness of war. The 
Revds Theodore Bayley DSO, MC, VC, Noel Mellish VC, MC and W R F Addison VC stood as 
marks of the commitment of the chaplains to serve wherever the British soldier was to be found, 
and at whatever the personal cost. During the war 179 chaplains died. In recognition of their 
devoted work since 1914 King George V conferred the prefix ’Royal’ on the Army Chaplains’ 
Department. (http://www.forces-war-records.co.uk, Apr 2014)
5 The first ever female Anglican padre in the Royal Air Force is meeting the Queen as part of 
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The word chaplain comes from the Latin word for a cloak6 and the word grew 
out of the story of St Martin meeting a man begging in the rain with no cloak. 
If St Martin had met the man’s need by giving him his own cloak he would 
have shifted the problem to himself, so instead, he tore his own cloak in two 
and shared it, half for the beggar and half for himself. From this story the 
understanding of a chaplain has developed as someone who shares support 
with those in the storms of life, and offers spiritual help and direction in 
those difficult times.

For me, sharing the burden, in the presence and strength of God, is a perfect 
way of explaining my role. If I saw someone struggling up the railway steps 
with a large heavy suitcase I am more than likely to rush to help them carry it. 
Pastorally and spiritually I often help people to carry their bags.

Although originally almost always Anglican and most certainly male, there 
is no doubt that the legacy of the WW1 chaplains, and the impact that 
they had on the serving soldiers, has paved the way for the diverse, multi-
denominational and multi-faith chaplaincy that is now available to our 
serving men and women in the Royal Navy, Army and Royal Air Force.

Serving females are still very much in the minority, with currently 14% in 
the RAF, 9% in the Navy and 8% in the Army7, and in comparison to those 
figures, serving female chaplains make for poor statistics8; however, this in no 
way undermines the uniqueness of their contribution and the richness that 
their presence brings to chaplaincy provision.

I can only speak from my own experiences and perspective on the 
significance of being a female chaplain; others may disagree, but that in no 
way invalidates my ministry within the military environment. I have lost 
count of the number of service personnel who have told me that it is easier to 
speak to me because I am a woman, and that the individual, usually a man, 
would not have told such things to a man, even a male chaplain. While this 
does not in any shape or form undermine the ministry of my excellent male 
colleagues to whom serving personnel do turn, it is interesting and important 
to reflect on why some only feel able to speak about themselves and their 

celebrations to honour the contribution of women. The 32-year-old has worked as a padre for 
almost six years. (BBC News Mar 2004)
6 www.cuh.org.uk, History of Chaplaincy – Cambridge University Hospitals – Apr 2014.
7 Ministry of Defence UK Armed Forces Annual Personnel Report Table 1a - UK Regular 
Forces Rank Structure by sex and ethnicity at 1 April 2013, 9.1% 8.4% 13.9%, Statistical release. 
Published: 23 May 2013 (www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/284564/uk-af-personnel-report-1-april-2013-revised.pdf )
8 There are currently four female Chaplains in the RAF, (Apr 2014)
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issues with a female. In my experience the military can be, and often is, a 
very macho environment that brings out the alpha male competitive streak, 
where any sign, or perceived sign of weakness would be considered a failing. 
Talking about feelings, shedding tears, or admitting that life is anything 
but perfect can often be quite difficult for service personnel. Traditionally 
many have found little sympathy within their chain of command; they have 
been ordered to get a grip and sort things out. Thankfully this approach 
is changing and the time, effort and money that have been invested in 
the welfare facilities and resources is producing positive results. Serving 
personnel are increasingly likely to come forward when life is difficult and 
are now beginning to know where to go and who to approach. The chaplain 
is often key here, having the time to listen without judging and then acting as 
a pivotal signposter to those better placed to help the individual or family, as 
well as frequently partnering in the overall care.

Being there when someone feels as if they have fallen into a deep, dark, pit 
without any sign of a ladder, and sharing that experience is nothing new 
in military chaplaincy; it has been the premise on which it was first built. 
Famous characters such as ‘Woodbine Willie’ shared in the horrors of WW1 
alongside the men and reminded them that they were loved and cared about9. 
When it feels as though the odds are stacked against us, the first thing that 
we lose is often our sense of what it means to be human. War and conflict 
can dehumanise, and the rigours of serving in today’s military can often do 
exactly the same. Chaplains are a tangible reminder that human love can 
reach out beyond the direst of situations and enable us to feel valued and 
unique. It would appear that as a wife and mother I naturally exude those 
magnetic nurturing attributes which attract certain individuals, and which, to 
my advantage, appear to make me very easy to talk to. I humbly admit that a 
hug can go a long way towards easing an initial heartbreaking situation, and 
from my perspective, as a female, it is perfectly acceptable to give a hug, to 
both men and women; sadly in today’s world it is less appropriate for my 
male colleagues to be able to act in the same way.

At the outset of WW1 local bishops sent their clergy to war solely for them 
to meet the religious needs of the soldiers, expecting that the serving men 
9 Given the nickname ‘Woodbine Willie’ by the troops, Studdert Kennedy once described his 
chaplain’s ministry as taking “a box of fags in your haversack, and a great deal of love in your 
heart” (Mozley, p.141) and laughing and joking with those he was called to serve. “You can pray 
with them sometimes; but pray for them always” (ibid.). Ministering on the front line under fire 
he showed conspicuous bravery and was awarded the MC for his tending of the wounded under 
fire during the attack on the Messines Ridge. (http://www.oxforddnb.com, © Oxford University 
Press 2004–2014. (All rights reserved).
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would need the regular opportunity for worship. Although the religious 
aspect is important and a prayer before going over the top would have been 
essential, religion was not necessarily what the soldiers were looking for day 
by day. It is the same today. The average serving person does not profess 
a Christian faith or attend church on a regular basis, with the exception of 
parade services, but they do want a chaplain with them wherever they are 
and alongside them no matter what they are doing. Why? How do we begin 
to define what a chaplain is and quantify what it is that they do? And if 
chaplains hadn’t been so prolific in WW1, would they now have such a high 
profile and unquestioned value amongst so many personnel?

These are difficult questions to answer, but as a female chaplain who is 
without doubt in the minority, I have no hesitation in asserting that without 
the legacy of the WW1 chaplains, I would not have had the opportunity 
of serving as a military chaplain today. Defining what I do is slightly more 
difficult, because although there are many tasks that I carry out on a regular 
basis, I know that my colleagues would agree when I say that our role is more 
about presence than ‘doing’. In a world of deadlines and excessive pressure, 
a chaplain is the one person, or should be the one person, who has the time 
to stop and talk, the time to share a ‘brew’, the time to listen to problems, no 
matter how many there are, or how long it may take. We are the ones who 
say ‘yes’ to the question “Padre, have you got a minute?” We are the ones who 
have the maturity, life experience and active listening skills to enable us to 
draw out the facts. However, if we are valued for our ‘being’ and not for our 
‘doing’, justifying our presence within the military often brings its challenges 
particularly in the current economic climate and the ever increasing pressures 
on resources. This is a battle that has been fought and so far won on many 
occasions, but the stark truth is that it is the serving personnel themselves 
who ascribe value to the chaplain. We have a special relationship with the 
servicemen and women, and are involved with them from the moment they 
enter initial training and remain a part of their lives until the day that they 
leave. Everyone knows the padre is a fact of military life. We are the one 
constant in an ever changing world, even if a female version still has the 
effect of raising a few eyebrows on the odd occasion! During my first week at 
RAF Honington I was approached with the words “Excuse me, but what are 
you?” When I explained that I was a padre, the response was very revealing: 

“But you can’t be a padre, you are a woman!” I guess not everyone has caught 
up with the modern military chaplaincy, although this one individual is now 
much better educated on that subject matter.

Being a military chaplain isn’t necessarily easy; it is by its very definition 
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a vocation. My own calling from God was a shock and one that I did 
initially try to resist, but when there is no doubt that God is asking you to 
do something then the only response is one of obedience. That, however, 
doesn’t mean that the task ahead is an easy one, and the journey into 
military chaplaincy is often a testing one, physically, mentally and spiritually, 
and that has certainly been true for me10. For some of us the military 
environment presents significant challenges, and for females one of those 
is the predominantly male environment. It is a simple, but true fact that the 
majority of male conversations, interests, attitude and resulting camaraderie 
can at times be excluding. However, this is not raised as a problem, merely as 
an observation and an added consideration when looking into the world of 
chaplaincy in its fullness. 

It is sobering for me to reflect on the question of how I would have coped on 
the battlefields of WW1: could I have been a female version of Woodbine 
Willie? I hesitate and soul search but realistically it is probably a question that 
has no answer. Females can and do cope in our modern chaplaincy contexts 
and may that continue to be true. Ultimately it is the testimony of our 
serving personnel here and now who give chaplaincy its credibility.

10 Military chaplaincy within the RAF is very demanding, both in terms of the practical 
skills every military professional needs to survive and also spiritually as our unique position 
within society means we experience the true complexities of the world at first hand.
Working within such an environment means our training has to be of a high calibre. (www.raf.
mod.uk/chaplains/whatwedo/chaptraining.cfm, Apr 2014).
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Methodist Covenant Chaplaincy  
– WW1 and today Richard Smith

I am no longer my own but yours.
Put me to what you will,
rank me with whom you will;
put me to doing, put me to suffering;
let me be employed for you or be laid aside for you,
exalted for you or brought low for you;
let me be full, let me be empty,
let me have all things, let me have nothing;
I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things to your pleasure and disposal.
And now, glorious and blessèd God,
Father, Son and Holy Spirit,
You are mine and I am yours.
So be it.
And the covenant now made on earth, let it be ratified in heaven. Amen.  
[Methodist Worship Book (1999) p. 290]

I first said this prayer as a boy in Grosvenor Road Methodist Church in 
Aldershot, the ‘Home of the British Army’. The church had been built by 
the Aldershot Methodist Military Trust in 1877 to enable soldiers and their 
families to attend Methodist (originally Wesleyan) worship. It is a prayer 
around which much Methodist spirituality is based and one which I treasure. 
Many years later, as I served as an army chaplain with the First Regiment of 
the Royal Horse Artillery in Basra, Iraq, I printed out a copy of this prayer 
and stuck it to the wall of my makeshift office. On good days, it reminded me 
of why I was there; trying to follow the path I had felt God leading me down. 
On the bad days it reminded me that I would not be there if God did not 
want me there, and in that, I took some comfort that if God was in control 
then perhaps I would be given the resources and strength to minister in such 
a place. On the quiet days, when nothing happened, when I spoke to next to 
no one, I was reminded to be faithful. When no one came to a church service, 
I was reminded that being empty and having nothing was part of the plan. 
On the really bad days, when people died, I remembered that this was not 
my ministry but God’s. That God would have to use these willing hands and 
direct my words and actions as I was lost in a daze of confusion and pain.  

As the prayer says “So be it”.

As we commemorate WW1 I am struck by how some things have changed 
immeasurably and how others have remained entirely constant. Michael 
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Snape’s fantastic book The Royal Army Chaplains’ Department 1793-1953 – 
Clergy under Fire outlines that of the 55 chaplains accompanying the British 
Expeditionary Force in 1914, four of them were Wesleyan Ministers [Snape 
(2008) p.178]. He tells us that by the end of 1914 there were 15 regular 
Wesleyan chaplains and by the end of the war there were an astonishing 256 
[Snape (2008) p.198]. By that stage even the Primitive Methodist Church had 
41 chaplains in uniform [Snape (2008) p.200]. These men, like me,  
had felt the confusing call to minister in a world of great need but with  
many complications. 

One of the most senior and most experienced of the WW1 Wesleyan 
chaplains was the Revd Owen Spencer Watkins. He suggests in his book 
Soldiers and Preachers too that the:

The connexion of Methodism with the army begins with Methodism 
itself. There was no class of the community to which John Wesley was 
more drawn, or of which he records with greater pleasure signs of spiritual 
awakening, than the soldiery. His letters and his Journal abound with 
references to these men, over whom his heart yearned, and whose spiritual 
destitution was so great. [Watkins (1981) p.1]

He goes on to suggest that character of John Wesley and that of the soldier 
had a degree of correlation.

Possessed as he was by a passionate loyalty to his King and country, he 
could not but remember the responsibility of the nation to the men who 
fought her battles. Believing strongly in authority, obedience, methodical 
habits, and courage, he could not but be drawn to men imbued with these 
principles. [Watkins (1981) p.2]

Whether one accepts his view or not, the Revd Watkins went on to advocate 
the use of commissions for Wesleyan chaplains (something of which the 
Conference was initially sceptical) and to progress through the ranks of the 
Army Chaplain’s Department exerting influence and a different perspective 
at the higher levels of the Army. 

I find it incredible to read of the ministry of my chaplaincy forbears. Michael 
Snape allows us to glimpse the ministry of the Revd W T Croxford, a 
Wesleyan chaplain, as he tries to minister to the Royal Artillery on the 
Western Front.

6 Chaplaincy Essays A5 book.indd   34 18/06/2014   17:25



 Methodist Covenant ChaplainCy – WW1 and today

34 35

I had over sixty Battery positions to visit, arrange services if possible and 
meet officers and men at their work; and, of course, these positions were 
constantly changing … services at the Batteries or sections were difficult 
to arrange. Indeed, sometimes, when arranged they could not be held. 
Sometimes in the middle of a service the men would be called to the guns. 
Often one was reduced to short conversations and one never knew the 
result. [Snape (2008) p. 215]

This experience resonates with mine so strongly. I wonder if he recalled 
something similar to our Covenant Prayer. What minister has to cope with 
services being cancelled at a moment’s notice? What minister goes to visit 
a position that has moved? What minister seeks to serve their people and 
their Lord and is ‘often reduced to short conversations’? The life of an army 
chaplain appears to have remained as constant as the human nature of the 
soldiers in the ranks. What’s more is Croxford’s reference to never knowing 
whether what he is doing is having any result. Biblically it is about sowing 
the seeds and never seeing whether they grow. Liturgically it is about 
recognising that not only are we “no longer our own”— that the ministry we 
undertake is not ours but God’s, and we have to trust that God will follow up 
those we will never be able to see again.

It’s impossible to know how supported the Revd Croxford felt; I’m sure he 
did as good a job as he could and carried on with the conversations as much 
as possible. One senses the frustration which we all can feel when trying to 
achieve something that is just beyond our reach. It is great to say that you can 
leave it in God’s hands, and that is certainly true. But sometimes we need 
some encouragement and a tangible result to remind us that all the difficult 
days are worth enduring.

It is interesting that as I reflect upon the Covenant Service and its central 
prayer, the word covenant is now being used in military circles and has 
a similar meaning at its heart. The ‘Military Covenant’ is seen as an 
agreement between the nation, the government of that nation and the 
military community (ie the three forces). The agreement is intentionally 
loosely defined but is an attempt to remind the nation of the debt it owes 
to its military and to remind the military that it serves to protect the land 
and interests of these people. This covenant takes many forms, but I wonder 
whether the Church has yet to fully embrace its significance. During the 
WW1, the Churches of all denominations sent their men to defend this 
country. Many ministers and priests accompanied them in order to minister 
to their needs at such difficult times. This was something that the whole 
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nation understood and as we commemorate this costly war and remember 
those who gave their lives we realise that no city, no town, no village and 
very few families escaped a cloud of grief that fell upon this land. Now I am 
sure that even then, everybody did not agree with the reasons for war, but as 
a nation and as Churches, we cared for those who needed our help. Today 
I pray that this nation may catch something of that notion. I pray that the 
Churches might once again support those who have fought for them, on their 
behalf, and who now need our assistance.

Most folk do not need to consider these things, and prayers once a year on 
Remembrance Sunday are often enough. But within my community it is not 
the same. Presently I am the chaplain to an Army Training Regiment; we 
take civilians and train them in 14 weeks to be soldiers. It is not as brutal as 
you would imagine. They learn all the skills necessary to defend this nation 
should the situation arise. They learn all these things so that you don’t have 
to. My role is three-fold: spiritual provision, pastoral care and moral guidance. 
The last is achieved through a series of lessons that are based around the 
Army’s core values: “Courage, Discipline, Respect for Others, Integrity, 
Loyalty and Selfless Commitment” (British Army 2000). Through them we 
aim to help young soldiers begin to develop the right character necessary for 
military service. The final value links us back to our Covenant Prayer; selfless 
commitment is the concept that you do not live your life thinking about me, 
me, me, but that you think of what’s best for other people. I explain to the 
soldiers that it’s basically the opposite of being selfish. The Military Covenant 
might then be viewed as the military wanting what’s best for the nation and 
the nation wanting what’s best for its military. 

I realise that thousands of modern day Methodists do not approve of military 
action and that many, many people in the Church marched against the Iraq 
war. I understand these concerns. But somehow, as people did in WW1, I 
think we need to separate the cause from the people and do everything we 
can to support them. My hunch is that Britain is still ‘great’ enough to care, 
and perhaps the Church, and perhaps our Methodist Church should lead  
the way.

As for me, I will continue to serve as best I can. Asking that God will “rank 
me” with whom God chooses, praying that I will be “employed” more often 
than I am “laid aside”, and that my “suffering” will not be more than I can 
bear. It is a great privilege to serve in the British Army. It is a great privilege 
to serve as a Methodist minister. I enjoy the opportunity to worship with, 
care for and carefully guide the young people who join the British Army. I 
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feel the tension as one day I wear a camouflage uniform and the next I’m in a 
suit and a dog collar. Yet that tension between the Army and the Church has 
always existed and will always exist, and I believe that I am one of those who 
have been called to minister in this extraordinary way. 

Therefore, I return to the words that have sustained me over the years. 

“I am no longer my own, but yours.”

I am no longer my own, but theirs.

I am no longer my own, but God’s. 

“So be it”.
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The Chaplain:  
ethical thinker and sign of God Alastair Bissell 

The tranquillity of the mountains was broken by the roar of four turbo-prop 
engines as the Hercules transport aircraft droned across the Balkan skies. For 
the passengers looking out of the portholes, the beautiful peaks soon gave 
way to a jagged urban landscape of shattered buildings. Diving steeply to 
avoid Serbian gunners, the Hercules landed in Sarajevo. As I made my way 
off the tail ramp, I was informed that a young airman of 18 wished to see me. 
Sitting in the remains of the airport terminal, he recounted an incident that 
had happened some weeks earlier.

He told me about a distressing incident where he had been unable to stop the 
untimely violent death of an eight-year-old girl. With tears welling up inside 
he turned and said, “Padre I need to know I did the right thing.” My response 
was in the affirmative, “Of course you did.”

As we talked there were many issues needing clarification. Questions 
surrounding the Rules of Engagement being one; another more personal and 
acute, was the moral and ethical dilemma faced by the airman. The Rules of 
Engagement at that time meant that military personnel could only open fire 
when they themselves came under direct attack. Had the airman responded 
in the way his gut reaction wanted to and opened fire, events could have 
escalated out of control and potentially many other lives could have been 
lost. Such a fact brought some small comfort to the individual. This story was, 
however, just one of the many examples where service personnel can only 
stand and watch as innocent lives were lost. Being part of the International 
Peace Keeping Force invoked an immense feeling of both helplessness and 
powerlessness amongst the many thousands of service personnel.

A more recent tour occurred in 2010/11 when at a few weeks’ notice I was 
deployed on Op Ellamy. This was an international operation in support of the 
Libyan civilians under threat from Colonel Gaddafi’s regime. Once more, as 
the chaplain, I was given the unique opportunity to gain access to the entire 
operation, and able to meet and engage with many personnel involved. 
This included those in key positions at the Headquarters, those who were 
supporting on the ground, and finally aircrew with whom I was able to fly 
over Libya on several occasions.

One of the most profound experiences of this deployment was being invited 
by the Commanding Officer to attend a targeting meeting at which future 
missions were discussed. In contrast to the young airman’s moral and ethical 
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decision made on the ground, I was able to sit in at a more strategic level 
and view decision-making that again had life and death implications, but in 
this instance on a far greater scale. I sat as an observer and listened as several 
possible targets were highlighted. Each was discussed at length; careful 
consideration was given not to put civilians in danger. At the end of an 
extensive dialogue which included intelligence briefs and legal implication, it 
was decided all three potential targets would not be pursued. The CO smiled, 
turned to me and said, “Padre, I have been involved in several hundreds of 
these meetings; never before have we turned off all our targets. I wonder 
whether it has anything to do with you being present.” 

Whether or not it had was difficult to answer, but I was reminded that my 
ministry is a ‘sacrament of presence’ in other words, one alongside. In my 
view, this is fundamentally different from being ‘one with’ for there are times 
as a chaplain when you need to stand back. It’s easy and sometimes even 
dangerous to get caught up in the euphoria and excitement of the moment, 
and forget that you are first and foremost a disciple of Christ.

However awkward and out of place the chaplain sometimes feels, it is 
nonetheless clear that one’s presence is very much valued. As a chaplain 
you are sharing in their journey which can sometimes be extremely 
uncomfortable and harrowing. I believe too it is a huge privilege that they 
invite you to stay with them! I was struck more recently by the story of the 
two disciples’ walk on the road to Emmaus recorded in Luke’s Gospel (Luke 
24:13-35). We are told that during their conversation, a stranger suddenly 
appears and walks beside them: Christ listens, engages and disappears again. 
Reflecting on this delightful account, I believe there are distinct elements of 
chaplaincy highlighted here. The walk alongside others in both good times 
and bad; the invitation to engage with personal issues, but perhaps above 
all else, it is about being there for others, inviting them to talk, giving them 
a window, space to unravel and reflect and speak about God, especially in 
the middle of a war zone. You may not hear from them for a while after that 
encounter, but there is a realisation you are always there, willing to walk with 
them again on their journey wherever that may lead.

Wherever I have been deployed, I have noticed that there tends to be a 
greater than normal number of personnel attending church services. This is 
partly because when you’re away from your family and friends, worship can 
offer some comfort and support. The other reason is simple, yet profound; 
when you are in the middle of a war zone, issues of life and death take on a 
whole new dimension. One somewhat amusing but poignant situation arose 
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in Afghanistan when we were subject to several rocket attacks on a weekly 
basis. The most disconcerting point about these incidents was the fact that 
you could never prepare for them. The strikes would always be indiscriminate 
- in any place and time during day or night. It was totally outside your 
control. An alarm would sound and you adopted a drill position, donned 
your body armour and prayed. Interesting enough, when these events did 
occur, the chaplain remained a popular choice to gather round; after all you 
had God on your side. Even the most diehard agnostics and atheists would 
suddenly promise to attend church every Sunday for the rest of their lives if 
you prayed for their safety. You were perceived in a rather simplistic way as a 
good luck charm and after all, you had ultimate protection!

There is also an expectation that a chaplain will hold either a regular 
service in a makeshift chapel or an impromptu service in the field wherever 
personnel gather. Interestingly I found on my last tour that few attended a 
service on a Sunday; I would perhaps get a handful of regulars. What I did 
find however was that many would use the chapel during the week, choosing 
to pause and reflect during moments of personal crisis or in particular 
when aircrew were about to embark upon another key mission. I found it 
fascinating that while senior officers rarely attended worship they always 
liked to have the reassurance that you were regularly praying for them 
especially during moments when important decisions were made.

I have noticed that in the Services there is still a significant requirement 
and even desire for some formalised religious observance. In particular, 
graduation ceremonies at both RAF Halton and RAF Cranwell are followed 
by prayers and a church service respectively. Graduation remains an 
important rite of passage and many cadets graduating from the RAF College 
deem it to be the most important part of the day. For many recruits, the 
chaplain may well be the first Christian minister they have encountered, and 
they begin their careers knowing that the padre will always be there in time of 
need.

The recent conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq have given chaplains a privileged 
but tragic role. After a death on operations, a repatriation ceremony is 
normally held with the chaplain leading prayers on the back of the aircraft 
before the body is returned to the UK. It is usual for the whole detachment 
to pay their respects which can result in several hundred attending. In the 
darkness the chaplain stands at the runway and watches the huge C-17 
Globemaster leave with its tragic cargo – hours later his or her colleagues in 
the United Kingdom will be standing with the families as the reality of their 
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loss is literally brought home to them. On those darkest of days, the chaplain 
is there, holding out the hope of Christ. Of course, the chaplain is not there 
alone –a whole team of people is involved, from drivers to police to catering 
staff – all determined to do their best for the grieving family in their loss. 
In a way, this is itself a theological statement on the value of human life, 
an assertion that death is a tragedy and not simply a natural consequence 
of living in a closed universe. The chaplain may not be able to say much on 
these occasions as they minister to the bereaved and their carers but their 
presence is a reminder that even there, God is present.

The chaplain has an immensely privileged position, but this also carries 
a certain tension. The temptation is always there to be subsumed by the 
uniform, culture, and traditions of the organisation, and to function simply 
as a tribal shaman, a lucky charm or court jester. This temptation is, of course 
common to all ministries and not just the military chaplain. Any of us can be 
so anxious to fit in to our surrounding culture that we embrace it uncritically 
and fail to minister as we ought. Any of us can find it easy to fall in with the 
mores of our flock.

As Royal Air Force chaplains, our rank slides bear the relative rank that we 
carry, from Flight Lieutenant to Air Vice Marshal. Common to all of us, 
however, is the winged cross that we wear above our rank, both physically 
and metaphorically. We wear black crosses on our combat uniforms, and 
chaplains’ badges on our best uniforms. Our clerical title is in plain text; our 
rank is described in brackets. For we are commissioned as officers within the 
Chaplains’ Branch. Uniquely, we are the only military personnel in Britain 
who never carry arms, and are not trained to use them. We are bound by the 
disciplines of our sending Churches for prayer and worship. We may well be 
in the military and share its culture, but first and foremost we are priests and 
ministers of the Church. This is all best encapsulated perhaps in the title that 
we carry – padre. Quite how the Spanish name title for ‘father’ found its way 
into the British Armed Forces is something of a mystery, but it’s thought to 
date back to the Peninsular War of the early nineteenth century. Most Service 
personnel will never know their chaplain’s given name but will simply 
address them as ‘padre’. It’s a title which confers both anonymity and trust. 
Generations of military personnel have learnt that the man or woman who 
comes along under the sign of the cross is there to be trusted. They don’t care 
if you are a Methodist or a Catholic or an Elim Pentecostal – you’re a padre 
and that’s what matters. When the rockets are falling on the desert airfield, 
or their life is falling apart in a Lincolnshire married quarter – they want you 
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there, and they may not be able to articulate it, but ultimately they want you 
because God is there too. 

[This article first appeared  in the RAF Chaplaincy 95th Anniversary Review 
and is included here by kind permission of the Chaplain in Chief.]

This publication has been made possible with funding 
from the Methodist Forces Board. 

The images used are by kind permission of the Museum 
of Army Chaplaincy at Amport House, Andover. 
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