
Committee on Chaplains to HM Forces 
 
Moderator I am conscious that the opening two paragraphs of our report do not make uplifting reading! 
However it would be remiss of me not to report that the Registration of Ministries Act, passed by Assembly 
last year, caused our chaplains to feel marginalised.  
 
This was not the intention of the Act, far from it, the intention of the Act is to ensure that all ministers who 
have been ministering out with the parish are brought up to date with the changes to parish ministry in 
areas which they may not have been involved. For our military chaplains this may, for example, include 
changes to Church and Civil Law which are not relevant to their ministry within the Military Community. 
 
To gain category O status a chaplain called to parish ministry will be interviewed by the Registration of 
Ministries Committee to ascertain his or her’s experience and knowledge in crucial areas. If it is felt that 
the chaplain requires further training in any particular area this will be offered, and, provided the chaplain 
agrees to undertake the required training will be able to pursue the call to parish ministry. 
 
In Sep 2016 the Rev George Cowie Convener of the Legal Questions Committee travelled to the Armed 
Forces Chaplaincy Centre, Amport House, and briefed the chaplains on what was at that time the 
Registration of Ministries Overture and how it would affect them. He assured them of the Kirk’ support and 
outlined the practical measures which would be put in place to allow chaplains a seamless transition back 
to parish ministry. In a nutshell the Church would ensure its military chaplains were kept up to date with 
changes which affect parish ministry in areas which they may not be involved with in their ministry to the 
military community.  
 
The chaplains will receive their first update at their annual conference in September this year. My 
successor, the Rev Dr Marjory Mclean who was a member of the Registration of Ministries Committee will 
ensure that the Kirk’s military chaplains receive appropriate updates which will allow them to remain 
current. 
 
The Act went live in Jan and the first of our chaplains went through the process shortly after. I think it fair 
to say that lessons were learned. However George Cowie’s words to the chaplains at Amport House have 
been vindicated – the Kirk will support the chaplains’ transition back to parish ministry.  

One issue this Committee was keen to address was the fact that it was possible that those on the 
Registration on Ministries Committee conducting a chaplain’s interview could have no experience of 
military life or military chaplaincy and what it actually entails. Once again I am grateful to George Cowie 
who has suggested a solution. The Registration of Ministries Act allows the Legal Questions Committee to 
modify the Rules of Procedure which govern how the Registration of Ministries Committee does its work. 
He proposes an adjustment to these, specifying that, whenever an application is being considered from a 
Forces Chaplain, then either the Convener of the Committee on Chaplains to HM Forces, or else his/her 
appointed substitute, should be invited to attend that part of the hearing. This would enable the 
Committee to receive some helpful input from someone who is familiar with Forces Chaplaincy. 

Moderator the chaplains are still wary of the repercussions of this Act but I am pleased to report that a 
willingness to engage with the issues it has highlighted is clearly evident within the Church. Furthermore 
the Heads of Chaplaincies have promised to ensure that CofS Chaplains receive appropriate updates during 
the chaplains’ annual conference, or here when they gather for Assembly. I am therefore confident that in 
time the Registration of Ministries Act will be viewed in a positive light.  As more chaplains undergo the 



process it should be seen as something which supports them in their transition back to parish ministry - as 
opposed to a test of their competence to continue as minister of word and sacrament.  

 

Moderator reading the appendices contained in our committee’s report provides us with an insight into 
the varied work and ministry of our chaplains. On one hand the Rev Dr Mark Davidson was deployed for a 
number of months onboard a Trident Class submarine without contact from the outside world. On the 
other hand the Rev Nicola Frail deployed to South Sudan ministering to the UK Engineering Task Force that 
forms part of the UN Mission in South Sudan. Her role was to provide pastoral care to personnel 
undertaking site work for a new hospital, repair culverts and other infrastructure improvements to enable 
humanitarian assistance reach those in need. Life and Work contained a fascinating article on Nicola’s 
ministry. Presently the Rev Craig Lancaster is somewhere in the Middle East ministering to personnel based 
at various headquarter sites engaged on current operations. Military chaplains go where their people go 
and minister to them in all manner of situations. In doing so they follow in the footsteps of their 
predecessors.  

I would like to quote the Rev Stephen Blakey who knows about such things as he will be retiring as an Army 
Chaplain this year following 41 years of service. In the report Stephen writes: ‘Service Chaplaincy provides 
a very special form of ministry, which allows clergy of the Kirk to draw close to those in uniform. There is a 
powerful incarnational dynamic of putting on the uniform.  The minister becomes ‘one of us’ because he 
dresses likes us, goes to the places we go to, eats the same food, endures similar discomforts and faces the 
same dangers.’ 

Moderator as I visited the Services this year it was clear that the ministry of the chaplains is highly 
regarded. For that ministry to continue new chaplains are required. Each of the three services is in urgent 
need of new chaplains both regular and reservist and I am sorry to report that Scotland is proving a difficult 
recruiting ground. Clear evidence of this is the fact that for the first time there are no uniformed CofS RAF 
Chaplains in attendance today. Both are unavailable. So, if any minister of the Kirk believes that they have 
the slightest inkling of a Call to either full time or reserve chaplaincy I would urge them to please test this. 
Hopefully commissioners will have seen the chaplaincy stand(s) in the (         )  corridor during Assembly. 
Please use the opportunity to have a chat. Google is another method to gather information – each of the 
three chaplaincies has its own website and there are links to enable enquirers to make casual contact. To 
quote our longest serving chaplain Stephen Blakey: ‘The Kirk is the church for the people of Scotland, 
called by God the take the fullness of the Gospel to every corner of our nation.  An important section of 
that nation is our military community - Regular, Reserve and Cadet, serving personal and veterans, and 
their dependents - and I have enjoyed being allowed to be part of the team of chaplains who minister to 
these men and women.’ 

Finally Moderator sitting on my right are the 3 heads of Chaplaincy. Two of them are guests and one is a 
chaplain of the Church of Scotland. All are entering their final months of service and this will be the last 
time they attend Assembly as head of their chaplaincy. The Ven Ian Wheatley, Chaplain of the Fleet retires 
later this year. During his time as Chaplain of the Fleet Ian has ensured that representatives of the Sending 
Churches have been kept up to date with developments in Naval Chaplaincy. He graciously invited us to 
Portsmouth for an annual gathering which included dinner at his residence to discuss any issues which 
could affect our chaplains. These gatherings have been a highlight of my time as Convener and were 
invaluable in that they allowed the representatives of the various sending churches to meet informally and 
build relationships. Ian has always been conscious of the differing denominational requirements of the 
Naval Chaplains and has taken care to ensure denominational integrity was upheld and indeed supported. 
This was something all denominations were grateful for when the Royal Navy implemented the MOD’s 
policy on same sex marriages.  



Our second guest is the Venerable Jonathan Chaffey, Chaplain in Chief RAF. I have known Jonathan for a 
great many years and was privileged to serve alongside him more than once. Jonathan is a man with a 
huge pastoral heart and the well being of his chaplains has always been a priority for him. Unsurprisingly 
he has earned the respect of our chaplains. Jonathan has the honour of being Chaplain in Chief during this, 
the RAF’s Centenary year. Consequently he will be returning to Edinburgh on 9 June to attend a service 
held in St Giles Cathedral to commemorate 100 years of the Royal Air Force. My successor will have the 
pleasure of joining the RAF Chaplains later in the year as the Chaplaincy Branch celebrates its centenary. 

The third head of Chaplaincy – the Chaplain General is not a guest but a well known figure to many in the 
Kirk. One of the first services I attended as Convener in 2014 was an act of worship held in St Giles 
Cathedral to mark the appointment of the Rev Dr David Coulter as Chaplain General to Her Majesty’s Land 
Forces. He was the first minister from the Kirk to be appointed as Chaplain General to Her Majesty’s Land 
Forces since 1987. I have been extremely lucky to have had David as the Kirks senior chaplain during my 
time as Convener.  David has led the Royal Army Chaplains Dept through a turbulent period and in doing so 
has earned the respect of senior military commanders and his chaplains. Throughout his service he has 
managed to achieve a perfect balance between authority and care, and individuals from all ranks have 
been drawn to his warm personality. Indeed during my day job visiting oil rigs there have been times when 
I have been somewhat bemused to be chatting with some induvial to be asked ‘Oh do you know David 
Coulter?’ He was our padre – one of a kind!’ That sort of comment doesn’t do ones self confidence much 
good David. 

Throughout his military career David always maintained close links with his church. He has been a key 
member of the Presbytery of England and has served as convener on many of its committees. Something 
he continued to do despite the pressures brought to him by the post of Chaplain General.  

Moderator I am sure the Assembly would wish to thank the Heads of Chaplaincy for their service and care 
of our Chaplains and wish them every blessing as they look to a new phase of their ministries. 

 

Moderator I present the report and as I am not a commissioner ask the Clerk to move the deliverance. 

 

Moderator addresses chaplains….then 

 

Moderator I understand Major General Bob Bruce, Military Secretary and General Officer Scotland is in the 
gallery as a guest of the Lord High Commissioner, and would be willing to address the Assembly if the 
Assembly were so minded. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


