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Introduction ~ Chaplaincy: A
Pioneering Practice and an Emerging
Field of Study

Stephen B. Roberts and Sarah Dunlop

Chaplains are pioneers. Daily these explorers discover new ways to
take something of the love of God into the variety of contexts and
situations they encounter. As such, this pioneering ministry is a cru-
cial source of theological insight for contemporary ministry. The sig-
nificance of chaplaincy is demonstrated in this collection of articles
published over the last 20 years (2001-2020) in the journal Practical
Theology, previously named Contact from its launch in 1960 to 2007.
It is offered primarily as a resource for those studying chaplaincy,
whether as practitioners reflecting on their own context or as schol-
ars seeking to understand and learn from the world of chaplaincy.
Although the primary purpose of this book is to inform research, it
is also a de facto celebration of chaplaincy because at the heart of the
book are chaplains and the critical, entreprerieurial work that they do.

To say that chaplains are at the heart of the book is more than
simply paying our dues to those whose ministry fills these pages. It
also says something very telling about chaplains, both in terms of
their work and in terms of their significance for research in practi-
cal theology. The quality of their pastoral, missional, liturgical, and
ritual presence emerges time and again from the stories of ministry
recounted in these pages. In these accounts we find a recognition of
the significance of the chaplain as someone whose very person is
central to what they bring to their context: a person who has been
formed as a chaplain, not just someone who happens to be fulfilling
a certain role, We are given the opportunity to watch up close and
see what these pioneering ministers contribute in so many different
settings. Chaplains are at the heart of the book, then, because of the
pastoral nature of their work and what is sometimes described as
their ministry of presence.

But chaplains themselves are also central to the book in another
way which, paradoxically, derives from their non-centrality to either
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their institutional context or the life of the churches they represent.
Time and again in these pages we find chaplains not quite fitting
in, facing questions about identity and role, living with ambiguity,
uncertain of their status. This is reflected in some of the images
used to describe chaplains both in this collection and elsewhere:
stray dog (Dunlop), flineur (Roberts), clown (Faber, 1971, pp.81-88),
shaman, resident alien (Moody, 1999, pp.20-24), and professional
anti-Professional or exorcist (Grainger, 1980, p.4). This should not be
seen as evidence of a persistent and incorrigible existential angst
among chaplains. Rather, it is evidence of the very distinctive limi-
nal space that chaplains occupy and the theological generativity of
that space. Thinking with chaplains helps us think through the re-
lation between the sacred and the secular, religion and society, faith
and unbelief, theology and public issues.

This goes some way to explain the historical and ongoing interest
in chaplaincy in the pages of Contact / Practical Theology: chaplains
are interesting people doing significant work in distinctive places.
But we can be more specific in articulating why chaplaincy research
is important. First, and perhaps most importantly, such research is
a resource for chaplaincy practice. The understanding gained from
researching chaplaincy practice can be used to enhance the work
that chaplains do in a way that is evidence-based. This relates both
to the particular areas of chaplaincy work that are investigated in
research studies, but also to more general understandings of the na-
ture of chaplaincy in particular sectors and more broadly.

Second, researching chaplaincy sheds light on what is happening
to religion in contemporary society. Chaplains operate in a broadly
secular public sphere in which religion is often kept at arm’s length
and sometimes viewed with suspicion. Yet it is a public sphere that
is also showing signs of a turn to post-secularity. Chaplains may
find themselves at the forefront of the changing tides of public un-
derstandings of religion and its place in society.

Third, chaplains operate in some of the most significant institu-
tions concerned, for example, with education, health, justice, and de-
fence. How these institutions operate, and the values they embody,
tell us something about the sort of socio-political community that
we are. And so, learning from the experience of chaplains in these
institutions is an important resource for public theology. These
institutions generate significant ethical questions, and here again,
chaplains are on the ground seeking to engage with such questions
either explicitly or implicitly. Chaplaincy studies, therefore, is a re-
source for ethical thinking too.
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All of these areas can be considered under the umbrella of practi-
cal theology, which is why we consider chaplaincy to be such a sig-
nificant resource for advancing the discipline. Practical theology is
inductive in approach, which is to say that it begins not with grand
theological ideas that it applies to a certain situation, but with con-
text, experience, and practice, drawing these into dialogue with the
theological tradition to generate insight and understanding. This
is also what chaplains have to do. In the complex institutional and
socio-cultural spaces that they inhabit, ready-made theological an-
swers are simply not adequate to their needs. It is becoming increas-
ingly difficult for those in church-based ministry to operate on the
basis of tried and tested models of ministry; this option has long
since passed for chaplains - if indeed it ever existed.

So, chaplains must listen and attend carefully as a central feature
of their practice. This is what makes them natural practical theologi-
ans. Pete Ward observes thatitis a theological calling to pay attention
to the people in our communities by being with them and experienc-
ing first-hand what their lives are like (Ward, 2017, pp.154-156). This
is central to what chaplains do. And so it is no surprise that many
of them develop these pastoral and missiological practices into the-
ological studies about the situations they encounter in the course of
their ministry. Richard Osmer, in his introduction to Practical The-
ology, outlines how “priestly listening’” is the key tool of the minister
and posits that there is a ‘continuum of attending’, ranging from the
careful listening that happens within everyday Christian practice to
more formal empirical research (2008, pp.35-39).

The first chapter of this book provides an overview of the place
of chaplaincy in the history of the journal. This shows how chap-
laincy has been influential in the development of practical theology
in Britain and Ireland. This is followed by a collection of 15 articles
that were published in Contact / Practical Theology from 2001 to 2020.
We did not have the space to include all articles about chaplaincy that
have appeared over the years, but instead chose a selection based on
a variety of contexts, methods, and research areas. We have provided
a brief introduction to each paper, signalling what innovations and
distinctive approaches the reader should look out for in the text.

As we read through the articles, we see how practical theology
has resourced chaplaincy in a variety of ways. Theological reflection

(TR) is a key methodology for practical theology, and this is the ex-
plicit focus in one of the articles here where a model of TR is devel-
oped in relation to professional development (Paterson and Kelly).
There are other articles that are excellent examples of reflection on
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practice, sometimes explicitly making use of models of TR (Kells),
sometimes drawing on other resources to support the reflection, such
as liturgical theology (Senini) or virtue ethics (Newitt). In another in-
stance, TR is woven into a piece of qualitative research to help relate
the insights generated to professional practice (Nuzum et al.).

There is a trajectory in the journal towards the greater and more
rigorous use of a range of empirical research methodologies, and
this is reflected in the articles collected here. Interviews feature
prominently in several of the articles: with chaplains (Cartledge and
Colley, Dunlop), their colleagues (Roe and Parker), and those among
whom they minister (Nolan, Newitt, Nuzum et al.). In some cases the
research draws on several sources of knowledge, such as Todd’s eth-
nographic attention to prison chaplains, prisoners, prison officers,
and governors. Several of the articles make use of a grounded the-
ory approach (Nolan, Slater, and Roe and Parker). We have included
one example of a quantitative method, which uses personality-type
theory (Francis et al.).

Most of the studies here are focused on particular sectors: higher
education (Cartledge and Colley, Smith, Kells), prison (Todd),
healthcare (Paterson and Kelly, Swift, Newitt, Nuzum et al.), hospice
(Nolan), sport (Roe and Parker), agriculture (Slater), and the military
(Senini). Whilst many of the articles raise questions and generate
insights that transcend the sectors in which they originated, it is
only our own articles (Dunlop, Roberts) that are exploring questions
about chaplaincy that are not rooted in one particular chaplaincy
context,

In the following pages we find a sustained attention to lived hu-
man experience, often in difficult and painful situations, in places of
tension and conflict. We see here a deepening engagement with the
thick particularities of chaplaincy practice, with both practical and
theological relevance. Many of the articles here have clear implica-
tions for the understanding and practice of chaplaincy, for institu-
tional policies relating to chaplaincy and more broadly, and for the
discipline of practical theology. But, as David Lyall has said, practi-
cal theology is “about life and that means taking seriously people
as they are ~ in their strength and in their vulnerability — and also
their art and music and stories and humour and liturgy and spirit-
uality” (Lyall 2010, p.159). What we have encountered in so many of
the articles here is the intentional chaplaincy engagement with hu-
man life in contexts as diverse as prisons, hospitals, football clubs,
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agriculture, and a warship. And we have encountered sustained
research attention to that engagement, deepening our theological
understanding of what it is to be human. This is central among the
great theological gifts of research into this pioneering ministry.
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