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John Broom
Faith in the Furnace: British Christians in the Armed Services, 1939-1945
Material Abstract

Many historians have sought to portray the World Wars of the twentieth century as
drivers of secularisation in Great Britain. Much of this analysis has been based on an
over-reliance on religious statistics, typically those relating to churchgoing. More
recently, greater focus has been brought to bear on other manifestations of Christian
belief and practice in British society, with some historians focussing on the impact of
warfare on religious faith on the home front or in the British Army. To date, no
wider, in-depth study of the religious experiences of men and women across the
armed services, who considered themselves to be active Christians, that is pre-war
church members and regular attenders, has been undertaken. This study argues the
British armed forces during the Second World War was a milieu within which
Christian faith could flourish. This was supported by the provision of effective
chaplaincy services, as well as by service personnel developing their own modes of
devotion and worship. Although, initially, not always fitting comfortably into a
military environment, Christians were able to develop new aspects of their identity as
warriors, identities that were informed and underpinned by their religious
convictions. The resilience of pre-war faith, as expressed through frequent use of the
Bible, hymnody and prayer, enabled them to mediate the ethical and moral
challenges of warfare, and to emerge from the war with a strengthened faith.
Ultimately, this study challenges existing notions of a slump in faith during the war
years and positions itself within a growing historiography that acknowledges the
continued and renewed importance of religious faith for millions of Britons during
this period. It also suggests that this recasting of faith helps to account for the
religious revival in 1950s Britain, therefore challenging recent narratives of this

being a decade of religious torpor and decay.
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Chapter One — Literature Review and Methodology

Introduction

“The gradual decline of Christendom is one of the central themes in the history
of western Europe and North America during the last three centuries’, claimed Hugh
McLeod.! For the previous four decades, historians and sociologists of religion have
debated the causes, nature, pace and extent of this secularisation in British society
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As Clive Field contended, what started
out as a secularisation narrative became a thesis, then a theory, then a paradigm.? The
case made by Steve Bruce, who did not cite any decade or epoch as especially
significant, was that secularisation represented an “erosion of the supernatural.”®
Whilst a gradualist school has located its origins in the later eighteenth century,
instigated by rapid industrialisation, urbanisation and the intellectual impact of the
Enlightenment, with a protracted decline taking place over a large number of decades,
Callum Brown has claimed there was a revolutionary change, with Christianity
remaining a resilient force in Britain until the 1960s, when sharp declines in religious

observance and affiliation took place.*

McLeod has argued that whilst the 1960s did see a significant rupture of
Christianity in the UK, its roots could be traced to the beginning of the twentieth
century and beyond.® Jeffrey Cox identified a “diffusive Christianity’ in his study of
Lambeth churches between 1870-1930.° Although this was a period of overall
statistical numerical decline, for Cox popular religion maintained its own integrity and
detachment from official norms. Individuals defined their own religious beliefs within
a context informed, but not directed by, denominational orthodoxy. Within this
paradigm, Cox identified a gradual decline in the communal importance of the English

! Hugh McLeod, The Religious Crisis of the 1960s (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p.16

2 Clive D. Field, Britain’s Last Religious Revival? Quantifying Belonging, Behaving and Believing in
the Long 1950s (Basingstoke: Palgrave McMillan, 2015), p.4

3 Steve Bruce, Religion in the Modern World: From Cathedrals to Cults (Oxford: Blackwell
Publishing, 1996), pp. 26-53

4 Callum G. Brown, Religion and Society in Twentieth-Century Britain (Harlow: Pearson, 2006);
Callum G. Brown "The Secularisation Decade: What the 1960s Have Done to the Study of Religious
History’, in H. McLeod and W. Ustorf, (eds), The Decline of Christendom in Western Europe, 1750-
2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp.29-46; Callum G. Brown "Women and
Religion in Britain: The Autobiographical View of the Fifties and Sixties’, in Callum G. Brown and
Michael Snape, (eds.), Secularisation in the Christian World: Essays in Honour of Hugh McLeod
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), pp.159-73

5 McLeod, The Religious Crisis of the 1960s

6 Jeffrey Cox, The English Churches in a Secular Society: Lambeth, 1870-1930 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1982)
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Churches from the 1880s onwards, as they increasingly failed to participate in the

wider cultural and social life of communities.

To identify whether the Second World War was a significant period in the
secularisation of Britain, it is first necessary to have a clear definition of the concept.
However this is a challenge as, for Brown and Michael Snape, "The absence of
agreement on its definition, characteristics, timing, causes, or applicability to
particular places or cultures, makes secularisation handy in argument through
widespread application (and not a little fragrant abuse).”’ However, in the 1950s and
60s there emerged a consensus in Britain and the United States that secularisation was
‘the declining social significance of religion.”® This was characterised by "large scale
indifference to religion, significant hostility to the churches, and the declining
institutional strength of religion in state and civil affairs.’®. More recently, the terms
of what secularisation entails have been the subject of historiographical discord, with
some commentators challenging the notion itself, "abandoning the existing maps for a

more sensitive charting of the contours of modern religion.”*°

For this study, secularisation will be taken to mean a decline in the formal
observance of religion, as measured not only by church membership, church
attendance and other statistical data, but also the significance of religious tropes in
society, such as belief in a divine God, private prayer and knowledge of scripture and
hymnody. These manifestations of faith were dubbed by Matthew Grimley the
“slippery and unquantifiable question of the broader cultural influence of religion.’!!
Stephen Parker proposed that “Arguably, the historical study of the phenomenon of
popular religion now has its own integrity equal to that of other perspectives on the
history of religion in Britain.”*? Similarly, Sarah Williams contended that it is people

themselves, rather than contemporary clerical commentators, who should define

7 Callum G. Brown and Michael Snape, "Introduction: Conceptualising Secularisation 1974-2010: the
Influence of Hugh McLeod’ in Callum G. Brown and Michael Snape (eds.) Secularisation in the
Christian World: Essays in honour of Hugh McLeod (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), p.1

8 Bryan Wilson, Religion in Secular Society (London: Oxford University Press, 1966), p.14

® Brown and Snape, “Conceptualising Secularisation’, p.3

10 Jane Garnett, Matthew Grimley, Alana Harris, William Whyte and Sarah Williams (eds.)
Redefining Christian Britain: Post-1945 Perspectives (London: SCM Press, 2007), p.289

11 Matthew Grimley, "The Religion of Englishness: Puritanism, Providentialism, and “National
Character”, 1918-1945°, Journal of British Studies, 46 (2007), p.886

12 Stephen Parker, Faith on the Home Front: Aspects of Church Life and Popular Religion in
Birmingham, 1939-1945 (London: Peter Lang, 2005), p.16
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popular religious life.*® Therefore, whilst acknowledging a numerical decline, both
Parker and Williams cited an alternative means of assessing the importance of religion
in British society, one which would claim that secularisation was a much more
protracted process than Cox would argue. Consideration of the deeper aspects of
religion as a lived experience would allow a distinction between the hard power of the
Churches, their membership base and attendance figures, and their soft power,
encompassing their broader cultural, political and ethical influence. However, a
preoccupation of history from below, and with the local, should not lead to a neglect
of national and international identities. Susan Thorne has argued that people’s multiple
religious identities have been ignored as historians attempted to ascribe a locality-

based identity to people of the past.!*

Within debates on secularisation, a further significant division exists between
those like Brown, who see the late 1940s and 1950s as a time of religious revival in
Britain, and others, including Clive Field, who argue that modest signs of revival were
superficial at best.® Hugh McLeod argued that the “post-war revival was [...] more
modest and less widely spread than in the United States.’'® Matthew Grimley has
suggested a more nuanced post-war religious landscape, with Nonconformity
continuing its pre-war decline, whilst Anglicanism experienced a modest revival.!’
Simon Green called the 1950s a decade of “false hopes’ of a religious revival, with
Britain ceasing to be a Christian country by 1960.8 Similarly, Nigel Yates has termed
the 1950s revival as “very fragile’, with the decades between 1950 and 1970 needing
to be taken as a whole, "In every case the events of the 1960s have had the ground laid
for them, to a very large extent, in the 1950s.”*° Alan Gilbert concurred with the notion
that religious recovery in the 1950s was insignificant,?® whilst lan Machin stated that

though “the Protestant Churches preserved reasonable stability in the post-war years

13 Sarah C. Williams, Religious Belief and Popular Culture in Southwark, ¢.1880-1939 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999), p.9

14 Susan Thorne, Congregational Missions and the Making of an Imperial Culture in Nineteenth-
Century England (Stanford University Press, CA, 1994), p.4

15 Field, Britain’s Last Religious Revival?

16 McLeod, The Religious Crisis of the 1960s, p.10

17 Grimley, "Religion of Englishness’, p.887

18 Simon J.D. Green, 'Was There as English Religious Revival in the 1950s?”, Journal of the United
Reformed Church History Society, 7 (2006), 517-38

19 Nigel Yates, Love Now, Pay Later? Sex and Religion in the Fifties and Sixties (London: SPCK,
2010), pp.151-154

20 Alan Gilbert, The Making of Post-Christian Britain: A History of the Secularization of Modern
Society (London: Longman, 1980), p.77
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up to 1960, [they] did not achieve collectively a revival of numbers and influence to
the levels of three or four decades before.’?! Sociologists Steve Bruce and Tony
Glendenning claimed that the Second World War was a key secularising influence, as
community ties and family formation were disrupted, negatively impacting on the

transmission of faith down through generations.??

Amongst debates about the trajectory of British Christianity, the key enterprise
of the Second World War has been somewhat glossed over, leaving a lacuna in the
study of religious trends over the past century. This is a serious omission, as the war
caused such major dislocations of previous routines and practices that it could either
have provided an impetus towards further secularisation in the 1950s or acted as a
period of resilient Christianity providing a ballast for some measure of post-war
revival. According to Michael Snape ‘it became increasingly clear that the presumed
connection between the experience of modern war and the secularisation of British

society was fundamentally misconceived and required radical revision.’?®

Historians of modern British religion have underutilised the large body of
military historiography, with military historians similarly often failing to take account
of the deep seam of religiosity which ran through British society in the 1930s and
1940s. This gulf between military and religious historians “enabled a mutually
congenial amnesia to settle upon the subject of religion and the twentieth century
British soldier.’?* Since Michael Snape’s ground-breaking study of the British Army’s
religious culture during the twentieth century appeared in 2005, no work has attempted
to examine in any detail the overall religious experience in the British armed services
during the Second World War. That is not to say that the areas of intersection between
Christianity and warfare have been totally neglected. Important contributions
examining the organisation of military chaplaincy have been undertaken by Snape,
Alan Robinson and Neil Allison, which investigate to some extent the experience of

warfare for Christians under the care of chaplains.?® However, given that nearly six

2L G.1.T. Machin, Churches and Social Issues in Twentieth-Century Britain (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1998), p.72

22 Steve Bruce and Tony Glendinning, "When was Secularization? Dating the Decline of the British
Churches and Locating its Cause’. British Journal of Sociology, 61 (2010), 107-26

23 Michael Snape, God and the British Soldier: Religion on the British Army in the First and Second
World Wars (Abingdon: Routledge, 2005), p.x

24 1bid, p.x

%5 Michael Snape, The Royal Army Chaplains’ Department, 1796-1953: Clergy Under Fire
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2007) ; Alan Robinson, Chaplains at War (London: 1.B. Tauris, 2008);
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million men and over half a million women served in the British armed forces during
the war, and of those men enlisting in the army, 99% attested to some form of Christian
denomination, it is surprising that no attempt has yet been made to study the religious
experience of British Christians across those services.?

As historians and sociologists continue to debate the timing and nature of
British secularisation, the life-defining episode for many Christians of the Second
World War remains mostly overlooked. This study seeks to address that omission by
investigating the ways in which active British Christians experienced the ordeals of
military life between 1939 and 1945, and what effects this had on their faith. The
definition of an active Christian must be clear without being prescriptive. It
encompasses all those for whom Christianity was a significant feature of their pre-war
lives, as church members or regular worshippers, or who displayed significant tropes
of a privately-observed faith. Clive Field has suggested that by 1939 around 35% of
Britons were active Christians, being church members, attenders or communicants. 2/
Although this figure is not subdivided into age or gender, it is still reasonable to assume
that a significant minority of men and women of national service age were part of this
cohort, with a further minority having a Christian faith that did not translate, at that
time, into church membership or attendance. These positions were not fixed, as
indicated by a spectrum model of faith in wartime, in which religious beliefs could
shift within an individual across time, was convincingly employed by Richard
Schweitzer in his work on the religious culture of British and American soldiers in the
First World War.?8

Most of the primary material in this study will be from those who self-defined
as Christians and were active in the pre-war church membership and attendance, and
who sought to carry this forward into their wartime experiences. This introductory
chapter will firstly examine the position of the British Churches in the 1930s, then

provide an overview of the current historiography of British Christianity during the

Neil Allison, The role of United Board (Baptist and Congregational) military chaplains during the
Second World War, 1939-1945 (North-West University, South Africa: Unpublished DPhil Thesis,
2011)

26 Snape, God and the British Soldier, p.146

2 Clive D. Field, “Gradualist or Revolutionary Secularization? A Case Study of Religious Belonging
in Inter-War Britain, 1918-1939, Church History and Religious Culture, 93 (2013), p.91

28 Richard Schweitzer, The Cross and the Trenches: Religious Faith and Doubt among British and
American Great War Soldiers (Westport: Praeger, 2002)
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Second World War. Finally, the key research questions will be established, and a

methodological justification will be given as to how they will be addressed.
The British Churches in the 1930s

The British Protestant Churches were in numerical decline by the 1930s. The
available data shows that church attendance in the British Isles peaked during the
Edwardian era, with the apogee in Nonconformist Church membership coming in
1905-6.2° The First World War had an adverse effect on church growth whilst a pattern
of revival was distinguishable in the 1920s, although this had been reversed by the
1930s.2° This pattern of wartime decline followed by a period of limited growth before
subsequent falls in attendance and membership was to be repeated between 1940 and
1965. It is possible that these statistical revivals were based on a revival of personal
faith which had begun during the years of conflict. However, Currie et al would take
issue with that proposition, claiming that variations in church membership are
endogenous, arising from internal factors such as revival movements generated during
times of backsliding.3! Therefore any post-war revival would be church-instigated in
response to a perceived decline in moral behaviour during wartime. The crisis of the
British Churches, particularly in the Free Churches, in the inter-war years may be seen
to be either internally generated due to lack of clarity of leadership and doctrinal
divisions, or externally generated by the availability of alternative forms of leisure
which took the place of church social activities, and the lack of answers to the immense
social strains caused by economic crisis and unemployment. In practice, the two
aspects had a symbiotic relationship, causing a decline in Protestant Church

membership and attendance in the 1930s.

This study will not solely examine changes in figures, the “incremental nature
that social historians and sociologists are accustomed to measuring.’3? It will have a
greater focus on the mentalities of individuals as expressed orally and in writing. Sarah
Williams has demonstrated that many who seldom went to church insisted that they
were active Christians who prayed, read the Bible and sang hymns at home.*® The

29 Robert Currie, Alan Gilbert and Lee Horsley, Churches and Churchgoers: Patterns of Church
Growth in the British Isles since 1700 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1977), p.50

%0 1bid, p.51

31 Ibid, pp.5-9

32 Brown, Religion and Society, p.36

33 Williams, Religious Belief and Popular Culture in Southwark
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statistics provide a framework within which to pose questions rather than delivering
comprehensive answers. This point was reinforced by Stephen Parker, who suggested
that "Churchgoing statistics as the index of the population’s religious commitment and
sensibility have, of late, come to be regarded with suspicion.” 3 Instead there should
be a clearer focus on the “continuing and vital influence of the Churches and of
Christian symbol, ritual and practice.”®® Such manifestations of popular religiosity
demonstrate, for Parker, the "persistent relevance of Christianity within the people’s

communal life, and [act] as a referent in the construction of individual character.”%

The Church of England faced significant problems by the 1930s. Adrian
Hastings argued that Cosmo Lang, Archbishop of Canterbury from 1928 to 1942,
“provided no effective leadership for the Church in either its ecclesiastical or its social
dilemmas.”®’ This created a sense of drift and malaise. In addition, it was perceived
that the Church of England confirmed to Maude Royden’s aphorism of being the
Conservative Party at prayer, with twelve Tory MPs sitting on the Church Assembly
of the 1930s, leading to an image of too close an association with political partisanship.
Whilst there was a revival of Anglicanism at Oxford and Cambridge Universities, and
in high political and intellectual circles and in the public schools, in the everyday lives
of the people of the Anglican Church was on the wane. Church of England baptisms
had declined from over 500,000 per annum before the First World War to below
400,000 by 1932. The number of confirmations fell from well over 200,000 per annum
in 1928 to 157,000 by 1939.8 Whilst resilient in the milieu of the British
establishment, Anglicanism was increasingly becoming isolated from the new

universities, state schools and working-class areas in the town and countryside.

These challenges inspired a new generation of Anglican leaders to bring
forward a more coherent and convincing response to the social and political issues of
the 1930s. Men like William Temple and George Bell attempted to connect with
younger Christians via the medium of the radio, through connections with other
Churches and links with politicians beyond the Conservative Party. This work made

the Church of England attractive to many Nonconformists, with “scale, leadership,

34 Parker, Faith on the Home Front, p.15

% 1bid

% bid

37 Adrian Hastings, A History of English Christianity, 1920-1985 (London: Collins, 1986), p.251
3 1bid
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spiritual vitality, theological diversity and at least something of a social conscience but
without the secularization which the “social gospel” had largely brought with it in Free
Church life.”3 During the depression, the Church provided welfare in areas where the
state’s power could not reach, demonstrating, for Matthew Grimley, the retention of
“its social significance as a provider and coordinator of welfare.”*® In addition, the
public rituals associated with the funeral of King George V and the coronation of
George VI, and the “assertion of the distinctiveness of British political and religious
traditions’ meant that the Church of England remained at the heart of British public

life, despite a decline in its popular base.**

Alan Wilkinson identified a diminished identity for British Nonconformity
from the First World War onwards.*2 The pressures towards “cultural, ethical, political
and religious conformity’ caused by the war effort were great, and to a large degree
the Free Churches succumbed.*® This view was echoed by Matthew Grimley. who
proposed that "Nonconformists were increasingly slipping into Anglican
conformity.*#* Similarly Simon Green wrote “Even among the religiously committed,
a previous unbending sectarianism increasingly lost ground to an emollient
ecumenism. Organised Nonconformity moved towards the centre of national life.”*°
Therefore the heightened sense of ecumenism amongst British Protestants in the 1930s
was proving of greater worth to the Anglican hierarchy than Nonconformist leaders.
This diminution of distinction between the Church of England and the Free Churches
was evident in the appointments of Bishop Rawlinson of Derby and Bishop Kirk of
Oxford, previously Congregationalist and Methodist clergymen respectively. The
overall trajectory of Protestant church decline was given greater nuance by Michael
Snape, “The symptoms of religious decline were most in evidence in specific churches,
in certain social classes and in particular parts of the country.’*® The newer, more

fundamentalist, Protestant Churches flourished, as did faith in rural, as opposed to

% 1bid, p.262

40 Matthew Grimley, Citizenship, Community and the Church of England: Liberal Anglican Theories
of the State between the Wars (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004), p.202

4 Ibid

42 Alan Wilkinson, Dissent or Conform? War, Peace and the English Churches 1900-1945 (London:
SCM Press, 1986)

3 Ibid, p.5

4 Grimley, "Religion of Englishness’, p.887

4 Simon J.D. Green. The Passing of Protestant England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2011), p. 157

46 Snape, God and the British Soldier, p.241
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urban and suburban England.*’ The traditional Free Churches encountered a
dichotomy; the more they fitted into mainstream society the less their distinctive voice

was heard.

A further statistical perspective was provided by Simon Green, who argued
that the real decline in Free Church importance between 1920 and 1960 was evident
in the availability of Methodist, Baptists and Congregational lay preachers falling
significantly even as the numbers of clergy remained solid.*® It was this lack of depth
that really undermined Free Church strength as organisational structures had relied
heavily on the democratic nature of the churches. In addition, a decline in Sunday
School attendance indicated a rot which no amount of doctrinal debates in the higher
echelons could eradicate. Similarly, whilst Anglican ordinands continued to come
forward to fill the pulpits, the numbers of those being baptised and confirmed declined
throughout the 1930s. Therefore, according to Jeffrey Cox, a situation was reached
whereby “in the quiet of the suburbs [...] the Church of England had been the great
beneficiary of the crisis within Nonconformity.’*® Matthew Grimley highlighted the
demise of political Nonconformity which resulted in a situation where “rivalry between
Anglicans and Nonconformists abated, and they could more happily enfold each

other’s traditions into a common narrative.’>°

The social make-up of the Free Churches between the wars had altered from
their heyday of rapid growth during the early to mid-nineteenth century. Whilst 84%
of occupations recorded in Nonconformist registers between 1800 and 1840 were
lower status occupations such as artisans, colliers and miners, by 1950 nearly half of
Nonconformist members were middle class; lower professionals, salaried clerical
workers, teachers and managers.®® This change produced an incongruity between
traditional membership and the newer ‘educated’ and ‘respectable’ professional
groups. Thus, the Free Churches had drifted from their working-class roots, without
finding a strong replacement identity, another factor contributing to a crisis of
confidence in British Nonconformity during the 1930s.

47 |bid, p.242

4 Green, The Passing of Protestant England, p.65

49 Cox, The English Churches in a Secular Society, p.253
0 Grimley, 'Religion of Englishness’ p.891.

51 Currie et al, Churches and Churchgoers, p.62
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David Bebbington suggested that "by the Second World War, Evangelicalism
had become much more fragmented that it had been a century before.’>> There was a
broad continuum of opinion on the social gospel, with liberals at one end and
conservatives at the other. Bebbington identified the Brethren at the conservative end
and the Congregationalists at the liberal end. The Baptists, Methodists, Church of
England’s Evangelical party, the Scottish Presbyterians and Welsh Calvinistic
Methodists were between these two points, but with many internal differences of
opinion which had become as important as those of agreement. This confusion over
the Churches’ relationship to the social and political issues of the day caused further
decline during the 1930s, with many people turning to alternative secular movements,
such as the League of Nations Union, the Peace Pledge Union, and more extreme
political groups such as the Communist Party, to find a more powerful message on
topical issues. As leading Nonconformists sought to portray themselves as part of the
national mainstream, with the new Methodist Central Hall being positioned by
Westminster Abbey in 1912, so their more radical members such as Rev Donald Soper
and Rev Henry Carter drifted towards alternatives of political activism.

The 1930s have been described as years of crisis for the Baptist Churches.>®
Michael Goodman identified a number of reasons for this crisis; an improvement in
the terrible social conditions which had previously drawn people toward
Nonconformism, the emergence of the Labour Party as a political alternative in the
struggle for social and economic reform, internal doctrinal disputes, and an increasing
dislocation between socially successful Baptists and the working class who had once
formed their core membership. Attempts by some Baptist Churches to identify
themselves with the Oxford Group movement, with its practice of house parties in
fashionable locations and support from leading Anglicans, created a further impression
of distance from their former working-class roots. The launch of the Forward
Movement and Discipleship Campaign, ostensibly aimed at broadening the base of
Baptist membership, only served to focus attention away from the internal problems
of the Church, which faced an identity crisis, struggling to maintain its distinctive

voice within British Christianity.
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An alternative interpretation of the Baptist Church in the 1930s was given by
lan Randall.>* He found signs of renewal, rather than retrenchment, brought about by
the Discipleship Campaign and the Baptist Revival Fellowship, and an increasing
engagement of young people in church life.>> There were signs of Baptist growth in
the more affluent south-east where the Forward Movement, which aimed to raise £1
million by 1941 for the building of new Baptist churches, had acquired half that
amount by 1936, despite the widespread economic depression in the traditional

heartlands of Nonconformism.®

Michael Hughes identified an "enormous diversity in the social and political
character of British Methodism.”®>” Whilst recognizing that international historians of
the twentieth century have traditionally ignored the importance of religion in shaping
attitudes to events, he also suggested that the diverse factors shaping an individual’s
choice of religious affiliation have been overlooked.>® Debates on the international
situation only engaged a small section of the Methodist elite, a feature that gave a
“disproportionate weight’ to this milieu in public perceptions of Methodism.*® The
Methodist Church had achieved some degree of unity, with the creation of the
Methodist Church of Great Britain in 1932, but then had to grapple with the divisive
issues of rearmament, collective security and the diverging strands of pacifism and
pacificism. This was temporarily resolved with the ‘liberty of conscience’
arrangement, whereby the Church agreed to accommodate all strands of belief on the
issue. However, tensions between what an increasingly vocal minority of high profile
clerics such as Rev Donald Soper propounded, and the pragmatic common sense of
the ordinary churchgoer, continued to eat away at Methodism’s solid base. Whilst the
Methodist Recorder made no secret about its scepticism towards Chamberlain’s
appeasement policy, and expressed admiration for Eden when he resigned as Foreign
Secretary in February 1938,%° there were, for Hughes, “still many voices within

Methodism continuing to espouse the cause of non-resistance, even when confronted
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by such a ghastly regime as the one presided over by Hitler.’®! These voices were
disproportionately within the upper echelons of church hierarchy, with one in five
members of the Methodist Peace Fellowship in 1940 being ministers.®? Therefore, the
Methodist Church entered the war having endured years of public division over the
issue of war and peace, in numerical decline, and with an increasingly ecumenical

mood challenging its distinctive position within British Protestantism.

In 1930, across more than half of England and Wales, the Roman Catholic
population was ‘extremely small’, whilst in Lancashire, the West Riding of Yorkshire,
Tyneside, London and urban South Wales there were well-organised and numerous
Roman Catholic communities.®® The total practising Catholic population of England
and Wales had grown from 1,870,000 in 1914 to 2,360,000 in 1939.%* Roman Catholic
populations had spread into the new suburban districts, causing an increase in the
number of church buildings, and a rise in the number of priests from 3,800 in 1914 to
5,600 in 1939.%° By the outbreak of war, the picture was therefore “full of promise on
all sides.’%® Denis Gwynn somewhat triumphantly contrasted this with the “continuous
and demoralising decline’ in the Protestant denominations.®” Arthur Hinsley
succeeded Francis Bourne as Archbishop of Westminster in 1935, ushering in a more
open approach to religious and political affairs. However, he was not typical of the

‘way the tide was flowing in the Catholic Church in the 1930s.”%8

Hinsley’s influence was limited and the ‘general tide of Romanization and
disassociation from all other Churches’ continued.®® The most powerful figure in the
hierarchy was not Hinsley, but Archbishop Downey of Liverpool, the centre of the
most populous diocese in England. The Roman Catholic Church entered the war in a
state of expansion, divided within its ranks over the extent of its co-operation with the
Protestant Churches in responding to the international situation. Matthew Grimley

argued that the English Roman Catholic hierarchy was at pains to demonstrate its
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Englishness, having dissociated itself from Irish nationalism and pledging vocal
support for the government during the 1926 General Strike.”® In addition, Roman
Catholic apologists including G.K. Chesterton sought to create their own narrative of
Englishness through the recognition of martyrs such as Thomas More. Evelyn
Waugh’s work emphasised the continuity with pre-Reformation England, with the
recusant country house chapel playing the symbolic role that the parish church fulfilled
for Protestant writers.”® This alignment of Roman Catholicism and national identity
would lead to the Church’s full involvement with the National Days of Prayer during
the war and would, according to Philip Williamson, provide ‘new opportunities to
counteract persistent prejudices and suspicions; that Roman Catholicism was alien to
British culture, subordinate to foreign authority, and sympathetic to Britain’s
enemies.’’? Therefore the two main currents in the Roman Catholic Church in the 1930
were a general withdrawal from ecumenical activities with the Protestant Churches,

but an increasing desire to be seen as integral to British national life.

The Church of Scotland had been granted full independence in spiritual matters
by an Act of Parliament in 1921, and in 1929 merged with the United Free Church of
Scotland. Having spent much of the 1920s trying to give voice to anti-Catholic
sentiment and the desirability of restricting Irish immigration, by the 1930s a Forward
Movement was established to promote evangelism and moral improvement. However,
the movement failed to catch the national interest, and Rev John White’s leadership of
the Church of Scotland failed to address the huge issue of unemployment and a socially
conservative manifesto, which reduced much of the Church’s political credibility for
many Scots. Statistics suggest that the Church of Scotland, and to a lesser extent the
Roman Catholic Church in Scotland, experienced a boost in people observing rites of
passage, with their combined share of marriages solemnised rising from 71% in 1915
to 76% by 1935.7 Civil marriages fell from 20% to 11% in the same period.’* Despite
a slow decline in church adherence during the 1930s, around 44% of Scottish adults
self-identified with a denomination by 1939, and 38% of 5 to 15 year olds were Sunday
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School scholars in 1931.”> Membership of the Boys’ Brigades grew throughout the
1930s and churches organised weekday-evening religious meetings and social events
which kept young people associated with religious activities. Despite the remoteness
of the Church of Scotland from the social problems of the day, Callum Brown’s
summary was that “there was no major breach of the Scottish people from organised
religion between 1890 and 1939’ and religion remained "extremely important’ in the

lives of the common people.”™

Peter Catterall argued that the Labour Party had become the political vehicle
through which distinctly Nonconformist ideas about alcohol and gambling could be
channelled.”” In addition, the attitude of the Labour Party towards the war, one of
largely full engagement whilst ensuring the rights of conscientious objectors were
maintained, fitted well with many Nonconformists with a left-wing political outlook.
During the 1930s, many Nonconformists campaigned on a range of social issues which
they considered had a moral angle. As well as alcohol and gambling, Sabbath
attendance at cinemas and theatres, sex outside marriage and even reading non-
Christian books on the Sabbath were condemned. lan Randall argued that “these were
all cases of new moral and social challenges which could not be simply dealt with

rapidly and put away.’’®

For Callum Brown, this “Puritan innovation kept the Christian message in the
public eye [..] but it tended to destabilise ecclesiastical hierarchies, creating
fellowships rather than church structures. [...] The impression gained ground in many
quarters by the 1930s that Puritanism was failing in British society.’’® However, Currie
et al took the view that the collapse of the Liberal Party between 1916-18 reconstructed
politics on a mostly secular basis, around debates between the Conservative and
Labour Parties about economic redistribution.®’ Simon Green concurred that radical
politics shed its Nonconformist heritage.8! For some leading figures in the Labour

Party, such as Stafford Cripps, socialism became the best means of securing Christian
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principles, therefore their immediate energies were channelled into the political sphere.
Institutional connections between the various branches of Nonconformity and the
Labour Party were fewer than had been the case with the Liberal Party before its post-
1919 collapse. Its prominent members were not as involved in Nonconformist Church
affairs as was, for example, the prominent Liberal politician and Baptist preacher

Ernest Brown.

However, the political influence of the Nonconformist Churches is difficult to
gauge, according to Keith Robbins.®? He agreed with Green that Nonconformity shed
its political homogeneity and fragmented into support for all three main parties, and
further postulated that it became difficult to define what constituted a Nonconformist
politician. Upbringing, faith and personal behaviour all denoted aspects of
Nonconformity but there was a wide difference in the religiosity of men such as
Baldwin, Simon, Brown and Lloyd George. Therefore, whilst some Nonconformists
enjoyed careers as prominent politicians, the Free Churches’ access to power had been
significantly weakened. As Matthew Grimley put it, "The implosion of the Liberal
Party deprived Nonconformists of their key organ of tribal identity.’® Stanley
Baldwin’s dominance of the Conservative Party between 1923 and 1937 ensured that
the pre-eminent politician of the inter-war era was sincerely Christian in outlook, as a
“devout but modest faith was an obvious feature of the public as well as the private
man.’® According to Philip Williamson, Baldwin viewed the totalitarian regimes
threatening world peace in the 1930s as "an atheistic assault upon Christianity’, which
required ‘a strengthening of the nation’s and Empire’s grasp of spiritual

fundamentals.’®

Robbins argued that in trying to determine the state of the Free Churches during
this period, it is necessary to distinguish between what was said and written in the
upper echelons of the movement and what the laity were thinking, “it would be rash to
assume that resolutions and statements drafted and passed at national level, filtered
down through editorials and articles in the denominational press, do in fact represent

“what Baptists think”. People who sit on committees, attend assemblies and write to
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or for newspapers are unusual.’® Political Nonconformity could still exhibit some
degree of mass organisation, if not influence. For example, the League of Nations
Union’s Peace Ballot of 1934 received a high proportion of support from the
Nonconformist areas of Wales, the campaign being co-ordinated through the chapels.
However, this was an exception, as Adrian Hastings put it, " The Nonconformity of the
1930s was still recovering from the political bewitchment of Lloyd George. As he
receded further and further from the centre of the political stage, so did it.”®” He argued
that whilst scholarly and organisational advances were made in the Free Churches, the
decline in membership and attendance was even more serious than even the depressing
statistics indicate. This was due to a geographical shift in membership from the
traditional strongholds of the industrial north towards the south-east where there was
less hard-core loyalty. This was exacerbated by a decline in the wider Nonconformist
constituency of Sunday Schools and other social activities. Politically, some Free
Church members stayed loyal to the existing Liberal Party through to the 1950s, whilst
many in the south and midlands transferred allegiance to the Conservative Party of
Baldwin and Chamberlain. As already noted by Catterall, the more working-class

elements in the north transferred support to the Labour Party.

The weakening of the grip of the Free Churches on political parties was one
factor in the retreat from "Puritan England.” Young people found more attractive
alternatives to a Sunday in church, or even undertaking church-organised social
activities. Thus, the religious element of the Sabbath was becoming increasingly
remote for those attaining adulthood in the 1930s. They preferred cheap modes of
transport such as the bicycle or train to somewhere more appealing than their home
surroundings.®® Other areas of concern for Nonconformists were the popularity of the
Sunday cinema, Sunday drinking in public houses and gambling. The grip of the
British Churches over personal morality was weakening as the scale of social change
and challenge to traditional church assumptions was, according to lan Machin, greater
than at any time until the 1960s.8°

The Church of England, in contrast, sought to influence public life less via

campaigns on personal habits and behaviours, and more through its voice in the
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formation of a British Christian identity. Anglican leaders sought to justify the
continuation of their prominent role in political life by arguing that Britain remained
an essentially Christian country. Matthew Grimley argued that the frequent symbolic
use of a church or chapel in patriotic films of the 1940s "worked in wartime only
because the link between national character and religion had already been firmly
established before the war.’®® Despite this, Grimley argued that “discussion of the
religious dimension has been strikingly absent from recent writing on Englishness.” %
This is true both of historians of religion and of cultural identity, as a resurgence of
Christianity within the development of a national identity does not easily fit into many
secularisation narratives.® It was an identity characterised by tolerance, eccentricity,
modesty and individualism. Grimley demonstrated that the writers of the 1930s who
sought to give voice to this notion of national identity were of predominantly
Protestant upbringings and many, such as Arthur Mee, J.B. Priestley and Stanley
Baldwin, were from Free Church backgrounds. The English religious tradition which
informed this identity was that of the layman, rather than ecclesiastical authorities.
Thus, whilst the identification of English identity became increasingly marked with
Christian rhetoric, the influence of the Churches in the development of this discourse

became weaker.

Grimley further argued that Anglican moderation and Nonconformist
voluntaryism formed the twin pillars of English religious piety, and the decline of
political Nonconformity following the collapse of the Liberal Party made it easier for
these two previously competing traditions to recognise each other’s virtues and form
a common cultural narrative during the 1930s. This coincided with the
disestablishment of the Church of Wales, which further reinforced the "Englishness’
of Anglicanism. The failure of the foreign doctrines of communism and fascism to
gain a foothold in English society was ascribed to the Nonconformist tradition of

mistrust of dogma from on high, be it spiritual or political.®®

A further innovation which helped to develop a greater sense of national
identity was the spread of the wireless. The BBC’s managing director John Reith, a

Scottish Presbyterian, introduced a weekly, and after some pressure a daily, religious
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service. However this did little to improve the lot of the Free Churches as British
religious broadcasting was, according to Callum Brown, “overwhelmingly
conservative, unevangelising [...] High Church and pro-establishment in tone.’% This
interpretation was at odds with John Turner’s Methodist perspective that "Religious
broadcasting began to break down denominational exclusiveness.’® Michael Snape’s
more nuanced view was that religious broadcasting, rather than encouraging
Anglicanism, or subtle ecumenism, in fact encouraged a more personal and
autonomous faith.*® It became easier for Christians to develop an independently-
constructed faith away from the increasingly conformist Free Churches. Lack of
regular contact with a church congregation did not now automatically mean being cut
off from taking part in acts of collective worship. The increasing availability of
religious services and other broadcasts with a religious theme would accord with
Williams’ and Parker’s theses that more religious activity was taking place away from

churches and chapels.

Attitudes towards the imminent threat of war varied across the denominations.
Richard Overy claimed that "Pacifist enthusiasm was most closely associated with the
non-conformist churches.”®” He argued that British Christianity displayed an
ambivalent attitude toward pacifism and warfare, failing to exert any great influence
on events and creating despondency amongst the Church faithful. This lack of clarity
on the burning issue of the day was emphasised by Glenn Hinson, “‘most Baptists in
the United States and in England [sic] displayed uncertainty and ambivalence in their
thinking about war.”% Pacifist organisations, including the denomination-specific Free
Church ones, tended to have a profile which was disproportionate to their relative
sizes, therefore, as demonstrated by Keith Robbins, “as the prospect of war drew
nearer, so the minority of absolute pacifists within each Free Church denomination
grew more determined and more vocal.”®® This vocality has meant a greater degree of

attention being given to this milieu, as opposed to those who make the subject of this
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study, active Christians who sometimes wrestled quietly with their own religious

consciences before enlisting in the armed services.

Smaller sects, unlike the mainstream Nonconformist Churches, experienced
growth between the wars. Callum Brown argued there is “clear evidence of a growth
of attendance at minor denominations in the inter-war period, with evangelical
missions, the Brethren and unaligned congregations benefitting considerably.’'® The
Brethren were strongly represented in industrial towns and fishing villages whilst the
British Israelite movement peaked during the interwar years with up to 10,000 active
members.%! Their claim that the ten lost tribes of Israel had migrated through Europe
and settled in Britain during the Norman Conquest found support amongst some
evangelicals. The Seventh Day Adventists, Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints
and the Jehovah’s Witnesses all experienced growth in the 1930s and in the case of the
last, a considerable jump during the first half of the 1940s.1% This sudden growth of
the Jehovah’s Witnesses was contemporaneous with their firmly anti-war stance,

which was often cited as a reason for conscientious objection at tribunal hearings.1%

Thus, the British Churches approached the war facing considerable internal and
external challenges. Numerical decline was accompanied by a decreasing sense of
distinct denominational identity and purpose. In addition, there was a fall in regularity
of worship due to a diversification of secular leisure interests.'® Changing social
habits meant that less time was spent at church-organised events and more Sabbaths
were being spent in cinemas, public houses or in the countryside. The political
influence Nonconformity had wielded in the latter nineteenth and early twentieth
century had declined with the shattering of the Liberal Party. Its traditional heartlands
were also in economic and social decline. lan Machin claimed that with the exceptions
of the Roman Catholic Church and the Church of Scotland, British Churches were in
a beleaguered state, with falling attendance, changing public morals and intellectual

challenges to their doctrines.1%®
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However, Christianity still ran deep through the veins of British society and
through the lived experience of millions of individuals. Values and beliefs learnt in
childhood did not disappear overnight and a distinction must be drawn between the
organisational difficulties of the British Churches and the solid core of faith which
existed deep in the souls of millions of Britons. That faith would prove remarkably
resilient, both for those on the home front, as demonstrated by Stephen Parker, and for
those entering the armed services, as this study will argue. Despite the struggles of the
Protestant denominations, by 1939 Britain was, by any reasonable definition, a
Christian society. As Matthew Grimley wrote, "Religion remained central to the
articulation of the idea of national character in the first half of the twentieth century.’1%
Close ties existed between the leaders of the church and secular elites, with laws and
other aspects of public life such as education and welfare based on Christian values.
Most children were socialised into Christian society, and most people were assumed
to be Christian unless they defined themselves as otherwise, with Christianity
providing a common language used throughout society. Dorothy Entwhistle
demonstrated that church rituals remained central to identities and experiences into the
193057 and, for Matthew Grimley, “the idea of belonging to a Protestant nation was
an important component of the “discursive Christianity” that Callum Brown identified
as dominating British culture until the 1960s.1%® Therefore, despite ongoing
challenges to the authority of the Churches in British life, the society which went to
war in 1939 was infused with deeply held Christian attitudes, beliefs and practices.
These would be reflected in the way that Christians mediated the war, both on the

home and fighting fronts.

The British Churches in the Second World War

The historiography of the British Churches during the Second World War has
yet to fully address the nature of Christianity as a lived experience both at home and
abroad. Clive Field reflected that "Relative to the Great War, the modern secondary

literature on British religion during the Second World War is sparse.’'% He argued
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that the spiritual experience of ordinary people during the period had been neglected,
both those engaged in military conflict and those on the home front. This may be
because within the broader narratives of writers like Brown “the war did not represent
a cataclysmic watershed in a trajectory towards secularization.’*'° The period has not
merited intense study as it has not been seen as a distinctive era in any secularisation
process. For example, Adrian Hastings’ work on English Christianity between 1920
and 1985 devoted nearly fifty pages to the period 1939-45, focussing on home front
disruptions, debates within the Churches over the ethics of bombing, and attempts to
bring about peace.'* No evaluation was made of the effect of the war on popular

religion.

Where attention has been drawn to the British Churches during the war, the
traditional narrative of continuing statistical decline has been challenged by cultural
historians with a more nuanced view of what constitutes manifestations of faith. Currie
et. al demonstrated a dramatic fall in church membership and conversions for
Nonconformist, Established and Catholic churches during the Second World War.!!2
For them, "This pattern must cast considerable doubt on the commonly held doctrine
that crises such as wars stimulate religious activity.’'** However, the focus on statistics
as a metric of religious action failed to acknowledge any tropes outside of those of
church membership and attendance. As Callum Brown has argued, it is not possible
to continue to study the subject by looking at the churches, church membership,
religious observance or opinion polls. [...] Church history could once claim to
encompass the social history of religion. It cannot any more.’*'* In an era during which
church membership and attendance were disrupted to the exigencies of war, it is hugely
important to seek additional evidence of religious activity in the testimonies of those

who lived through the era.

Hugh McLeod, in a discussion of various iterations of secularisation theory,
wrote that "Historians using the same concepts may have radically different ideas as
to when and why the decisive changes took place.’'*® He stated that it is possible to
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see the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as the key period for secularisation, or the
period between the French Revolution and the Second World War, with further
scholars “who argue that the most significant changes have taken place since World
War 11, or maybe since 1960.’11® Thus the war years appear to have become a lacuna,
during which time the broad trends which characterise the debate suffered short-term
convulsions which may sit separately from the broader narratives historians propose.
One purpose of this study will be to address this void and seek evidence of indications
of further secularisation or the resilience of faith amongst British Christian men and

women in the armed services.

War Office figures demonstrated that in 1942, of 2,476,956 men and women
in the British Army, 70.9% had attested as Church of England, 10% as Roman
Catholic, 8.9% as Church of Scotland or Presbyterian, 5.6% as Methodist, and 2.7%
as Baptist or Congregationalist.}'” Other minority denominations made up a further
0.3% with only 0.06% professing to be atheists. These figures require some
interpretive caution due to the practice of some individuals of independent faith who
were outside of the Church of England attesting as Anglicans, due to not falling into
other available categories. The author’s own father had attended a Baptist church in
the 1930s and on the time of enlistment was an active member of an independent
Railway Mission. Despite this, he attested as Church of England upon call-up in
1940.118 That fact notwithstanding, according to Snape, “the decline of the mainstream
Nonconformist churches in England and Wales (and their strong pacifist sympathies
in the 1930s) was probably reflected in their smaller representation in the army
between 1939 and 1945.°1%9

Statistics provided by Currie et. al. would suggest that the war did mark an
important juncture in the secularisation process. Protestant Churches overall saw a
13% decline in church membership between 1939 and 1947, over three times the figure
for the period 1914-1920.12° The disruption to congregations, both physical and
psychological, was particularly marked during the Second World War, with over six

million men and women aged between 18 and 45 changing employment and often
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place of residence.*?* However, whilst the Established Churches had regained losses
in membership by the mid-1950s, the Free Churches failed to do so. Currie et. al.
suggest that one group particularly affected by wartime alterations were those in their
mid-teens, citing the collapse in Sunday School pupil numbers and junior members
between 1939 and 1943, with some of this explicable by evacuation.'?? This collapse
was never fully reversed and the continuing post-war decline suggests that further
exogenous factors were at work. These included greater geographical mobility,

improved leisure opportunities and the fragmentation of industrial communities.

Michael Snape challenged the view that the religious experience of the Second
World War gave an impetus to secularisation.*?®> Male religiosity remained strong in
the army, partly due to the strongly-expressed Christianity of prominent generals like
Montgomery, and the religiously-orientated public-school upbringing of many of the
officer class. Therefore, religious culture did not need female influence to thrive,
contradicting Callum Brown’s theory of feminine piety being at the heart of British
Christian culture.}?* Military religious culture was further reinforced through
compulsory attendance at church parades, which were, Alan Wilkinson argued,
“disliked by most servicemen and some chaplains [...] but defended by many officers
and some chaplains as a declaration of corporate religious allegiance.’*?® Attendance
at religious services in prisoner of war camps was not compulsory, but they were
generally well attended as they often included lectures of a general nature as well as
worship. Continuing to worship under such difficult conditions also brought men of
different faiths closer together, and sometimes meant that ecumenical services were
held. Another argument which would support the strength of male religiosity in the
armed services was made indirectly by Steve Bruce and Roy Wallis. Whilst defending
the gradualist secularisation thesis, they argued that religion flourishes best in smaller
communities with shared beliefs and where social interaction is face-to-face.*?® It is
possible that the tightly-knit army unit, RAF squadron or RN ship of the Second World

War provided such an environment and may partly account for the post-war revival in
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church attendance. This is a theme which will be examined in chapter four of this

study.

A further aspect of the Christian’s wartime experience was the disconnect from
the previous moral standards which had been expected in the church, home and
workplace. Michael Snape argued "It was in the widespread deterioration of civilian
moral standards, far more than in a loss of faith per se, that the churches confronted
the most significant symptom of religious change in the years of the two World
Wars.’*?” lan Machin saw the war as a period during which the British Churches
continued to grapple with the social and moral issues which had proved problematic
during the 1930s.1?8 He focussed on the domestic agendas of ecumenism, education,
housing, plans for a new welfare state, sex and marriage and alcohol consumption,
making no direct reference to the experience of Christians in the armed services and

how war modulated their attitudes to the issues he investigated.

Sean Longden portrayed the behaviour of the 21 Army Group in Europe
during 1944-5 as characterised by sex, burglary, rape, pillage and alcohol.?® The
interwar period saw a decline in evangelical work in the army and wartime brought an
increase in sexual licentiousness and changes in attitudes from a markedly Protestant
strain of self-denial and deferred gratification to one of less self-restraint due to the
ever-present fear of mutilation or death. In contrast, Callum Brown noted that during
the 1950s the “religious mindset of restraint, self-control, self-restraint, abstinence
from sex and alcohol became more rigidly enforced.’*3® Thus for Brown, the 1950s
saw hardening of moral restraint, appearing to run contrary to the liberalisation of
morals during the war. The extent to which Christians in the armed services mediated
a less sexually restrictive milieu, and its possible impact on the moral tone of 1950s

Christianity, will be also be considered in chapter three.

Michael Snape and Stephen Parker argued for the existence of a robust wartime

religiosity.®! They cited the laws on homosexuality, abortion and Sabbath day
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observance as exerting a strong moral influence on British society. In addition, the
imagery and metaphor in the wartime speeches of King George VI and Winston
Churchill exuded a sense of God watching over the affairs of the nation. The active
support of both leaders for biannual National Days of Prayer has been demonstrated
by Philip Williamson.'3? That these leaders considered prayer and religious language
as the appropriate tone for national supplication and morale-raising lends further
weight to the idea of a robust Christianity diffused through British life. Often this
religiosity was not to be found within the mainstream denominations. It could be in
the form of intercessory prayer, the observance of personal Sunday rituals and even an
interest in astrology. These apparently contradictory practices were part of what Snape
and Parker termed “promiscuous eclecticism’, the increasing tendency for people to
indulge in a smorgasbord of customs, practices and rituals in a personally blended
faith, as opposed to following one set creed or doctrine.!3 Sarah Williams has shown
that routines of private and domestic prayer were common amongst non-
churchgoers.'® The prevalence of such tokens of religiosity within the armed services
will be a focus of further investigation in this study in chapter two.

Parker presented further evidence of a persistent wartime faith in his study of
Birmingham.'® He reiterated aspects of diffusive Christianity identified in his earlier
work and challenged the view that the study of religion and experience of war are
mutually exclusive. Parker used oral history testimonies to reinforce Brown’s and
Williams® arguments that religion remained a pervasive influence in the early
twentieth century by extending the timeframe to 1939-1945. This influence began in a
person’s life with a symbiotic relationship between church, school and home where
Christian values were inculcated. These values may not necessarily have translated
into church attendance but into other, less measurable means of Sabbath Observance,

such as wearing one’s “Sunday best’ or refraining from sporting activity.

Parker claimed that events such as the National Days of Prayer demonstrated a
‘sympathy with the religious rhetoric attached to the nation’s cause than with the

Christian religion per se.’'% It was in the actions of ordinary people in extraordinary
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situations that the true depth of religious feeling could be found, as a revision of
priorities, values and self-perception was made. However, apart from Parker’s and
Snape’s work, there is no significant historiography on religion and the ordinary
British subject, either civilian in the case of Parker or military in the case of Snape. As
Parker summarised, "Rarely however, have questions of change resulting from war
been posed about the individual’s religious life and spiritual experience.’**’ This could
be due to the challenge in isolating the spiritual aspect of a person from their personal
disposition, available emotional support and nurture. However, there is a wealth of
available, and largely unexamined, primary material which can shed light on the
impact of armed service life on those with a religious faith during the Second World
War.

The experience of British Baptists on the home front was explored by lan
Randall. *® He emphasised the importance of maintaining contact with Christian
congregations for this milieu. Prayer groups were established in peoples’ homes due
to the blackout and the Church fully supported the National Days of Prayer. However,
Randall showed that congregations were depleted by call-ups, shift work and
evacuation and that £6 million worth of damage was done to Baptist church buildings
in air raids.**® That the Baptist Church survived to “flourish’ in the 1950s, would
indicate an enduring faith and sense of purpose which would give lie to the notion of
the war being a major secularising influence. Randall also identified an increasing
ecumenism during the war, alongside the faith being strengthened in some and
weakened in others. Petty denominational disputes were placed into a larger context
and many ex-servicemen applied for ministerial training. Examining the Evangelical
Churches as a whole, David Bebbington saw that the war favoured conservative
evangelical growth more than the interwar period had.}*® The war generated an
idealism of hope for the future, with evangelicals drawing parallels between the
sacrifices of Christ and the daily sacrifices of those in the armed services, The

Dunkirk spirit had a spiritual dimension.’14
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Michael Hughes covered the contribution made by Methodist chaplains in the
armed forces, the responses of the Methodist Church to the destruction of many of its
chapels and missions and the dispersement of families due to evacuation.'*? He also
considered in some detail the ethical dilemmas in the early stages of the war faced by
young men being conscripted into the armed forces, and the further crystallization of
opinion between the pacifists and pacificists.'*® In discussing the response of those
Methodists who supported the war, Hughes argued that “Leading figures in the church
showed no great wish to step outside the prevailing assumptions that governed the
British war effort.”'* The 1941 Annual Conference passed a resolution calling the war
a “sacred cause.’'* This alignment of mainstream Methodism with the British war
effort helped to limit falls in church membership to 10% between 1939 and 1945,
“testimony to the continuing vigour of the Methodist Church in the face of the
challenge of total war.’'*6 Between 1943 and 1947 the Methodist and other Churches
organised the evangelical initiative of the Christian Commando Campaigns. This
coincided with a net loss of church members during the period, but a subsequent gain
in the following four years, another example of the difficulty of differentiating between
exogenous and endogenous factors in church growth and decline cited by Currie et al.
However, Hughes relied extensively on the Methodist Recorder for evidence of the
attitude of Methodists to the war, leaving a gap in testimony of those actively involved
in the armed services, who would not usually be in a position to express their thoughts
through such a medium. Therefore, the available denominationally specific
historiography, written by historians with a direct affinity and sympathy, indicates a

robustness in the Methodist and Baptist Churches during the war.

The close-knit nature of pre-war Roman Catholic Church organisation in
Britain led Denis Gwynn to claim that “the impact of war in 1939 upon the Catholics
of England and Wales brought a far more drastic upheaval to their religious life and
their social traditions than to any other denomination.’'*’ Catholic children and
mothers were evacuated from areas with strong Catholic communities to areas where

they were barely established. Therefore, there was "little real progress’ in extending
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Catholicism across England and Wales.**® There was a similar upheaval of Catholic
military personnel in the war, but how this immersion into military life affected their

religious practices and outlook remains an underexplored area.

For Alan Wilkinson, war provided a further stimulus for pre-war
ecumenism.**® This was particularly evident in the BBC’s Religious Broadcasting
Department where the universality of the Christian message was upheld under the
leadership of James Welch. Kenneth Wolfe has argued that one of the defining
characteristics of the BBC from the 1920s through to the 1950s was a softening of
denominational differences.'® Hannah Elias’ recent study has confirmed that the BBC
developed a distinctly ecumenical brand of Christianity for its wartime output.>
Wilkinson claimed that many Christian leaders were “exhilarated that they could be
both patriotic and ecumenical.’**? Nonconformists favouring deeper ecumenical ties,
such as William Paton and Nathaniel Micklem, were further encouraged by the
appointment of William Temple as Archbishop of Canterbury in 1942. Temple’s view
that the kingdom of God could not be advanced by war, but that by fighting a just war,
Christian civilisation could be saved from destruction, was aligned with that of many
Nonconformist leaders. However, Wilkinson’s chapters on the war tended to focus on
debates within the church hierarchy, rather than discerning any patterns of growing
ecumenism within the armed services. This aspect of British Christianity will be
explored in chapter three.

Callum Brown argued that churchgoing in Britain during the war was a matter
of blandness and not a case of any great religious revival.'* Religion provided a stoical
backdrop to support the resolve of the nation, a folk Christianity, rather than
experiencing a period of revival. Brown did argue that a revival of Christianity
occurred in the Far East prisoner of war camps, as a form as resistance to the harsh
treatment received.> However, in general he argued that there was less of a religious

revival in the Second World War than the First. The continuing importance of
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Christianity in the domestic agenda was demonstrated by Simon Green, in his
consideration of the Education Act of 1944.1%° He contended it was a Protestant act.
That is it was conceived with the prejudices and sensibilities of Anglicans and
nonconformists in mind.’**® It re-established the importance of Christianity, most
notably Anglicanism, in the education of children in the state system, reversing the
trend of secularisation evident since 1870, and provided a ballast for a Christian revival
in the 1950s. This was in part fuelled by a “growing awareness of the moral dangers
of secular ideologies’ that the emergence of fascism and communism had

engendered.*®’

Despite the portrayal of the war by many leading churchmen and politicians as
a struggle between Christian civilisation and the excesses of Nazism, John Wolffe
claimed that among combatants there was a "notable absence of the high moral and
spiritual purpose that had initially been apparent in the First World War.’*%® However,
he identified a “transient religious vitality’ rather than general or sustained Christian
revival.'®® The huge ethical challenges presented at the end of the war by the discovery
of the concentration camps and the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki meant that
new theological rationalisations would be necessary in response. The effect of the
Second World War, according to Wolffe, was to break the link between religion and
British patriotism, which had been identified by Grimley as a feature of the interwar
years.1%% Therefore, it might be expected that, particularly in the latter period of the
war and its aftermath, a more reflective and less militaristic tone in British Christian
rhetoric would be in evidence, than in 1939. The significance of national identity for

active Christians in the armed services will be investigated in chapter five.

The mass disruption of many societal norms would heighten the generative
power of religious values in the 1940s. Furthermore, this disruption would mean that
faith would have to been sustained to a much greater extent by individuals and small
groups of believers, rather than through regularity of contact with religious institutions.
By studying the religious aspects of the lives of individuals within the armed services,
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a fresh contribution to the historiography of Christianity in Britain in the Second World
War can be made. Theological differences between different denominations can be
examined within the broader context of a necessarily more personal relationship with
God which developed without the regularity of Sunday services, weekday prayer
meetings, and the wider cultural activities offered by many churches. Callum Brown
noted Mass-Observation’s conclusion that during the period 1937-1960 there was a
‘marginalization of religion from meaningful social activity, but [an] obstinate
influence in the provinces and its inchoate inward psychological influence.’'®* This
would suggest that deep influences were not disengaged during the war. They were no
longer apparent in double or triple church attendance on Sunday, as this was often

impossible during the war for service personnel and civilian alike.

Brown also claimed that during the 1940s and 50s, there was a trajectory away
from a direct allegiance to God towards a view of religion as part of popular culture,
particularly, according to his thesis, among females.'®2 However, Brown did not focus
attention on those who had experienced armed service life. It will be argued in this
study that Christians in this milieu experienced a heightened sense of a personal God,

whilst maintaining affiliation to religion as part of a generalised culture.

Research questions

The main proposition of this study is that the experience of active Christians in
the British armed services during the Second World War is an important but hitherto
overlooked factor in understanding the nature, timing and pace of secularisation in
British society in the twentieth century. This experience demonstrates a resilient faith
which suggests validation for those who argue that there was a subsequent religious

revival in Britain during the 1950s.

The research questions which require attention in each chapter to test that thesis

are:

1. In what ways did the armed services provide for the religious needs of their

members and how successful was this provision?

161 Callum G. Brown, “Secularization, the growth of militancy and the spiritual revolution: religious
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2. How were the key manifestations of contemporary religious culture maintained

and shaped by the experience of war?

3. To what extent did life in the military create a sense of mutually collective
belonging, and a distance between those in the services and those on the home

front?

4. How did Christians in the armed services reconcile their faith with the killing

of enemy combatants and civilians?

5. To what extent did Christians identify with the trope of a national crusade in

defence of Christian civilisation?
6. Was there a strengthening or weakening of personal faith during the war?

Methodology

It is firstly necessary to establish the parameters of the Christian population
under investigation. It is proposed that a definition of "active Christianity’ is used.
Although ninety-nine percent of those attesting in the British Army chose to define
themselves as Christians, for the purposes of this work, the concept of “active’ will be
taken to mean any individual who asserted a denominational allegiance and displayed
an active engagement with that faith through pre-war church membership or regular
attendance, prayer, Bible reading or other acts of devotion. This would encompass the
35% of the population cited by Field in addition to those who experienced closeness

to God through radio broadcasts and other private devotions.

This range of what is meant by active Christianity was articulated by Jeremy
Morris in his recent challenge to the existing historiography of secularisation in
modern British religion.’®® Whilst accepting the difference between numerical
religious decline and religion as a lived experience, he argued that historians have not
gone far enough in defining the parameters of the latter as an analytical category. The
diversity of this experience had "been subsumed under a single historical
problematic.’1®* Measurable data is not enough to reveal inner states of mind. What is

required is "to think more creatively about the historical interpretation of religious
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belief.”1® Morris called for a more sophisticated and contextualized methodology
‘which takes religion seriously in the sense of recognizing the sophistication,
complexity and generative power of the values, practices and ideas of the people of
the past.”'®® If an individual claimed in their writings, either in contemporary of
subsequent testimony, to have sought solace in an act of piety or devotion, or even
contemplated their relationship with God at any stage of their wartime experience, then
they were demonstrating some degree of religious lived experience, and will fall within
the range of this study.

Callum Brown rejected the “traditional social-science route of church-led social
history [for] a larger linguistic turn into a postmodern-inspired approach of discourse
analysis.”'®” For him, social science polarised people in churchgoers and non-
churchgoers, believers and unbelievers. That framework was reductionist to

bipolarities” and instead he sought to assign roles to Christianity in society:

1. Institutional Christianity — people’s adherence to churches and worship

2. Intellectual Christianity — the influence of Christian ideas on society. Belief of
individuals

3. Functional Christianity — the role of religion in civic society — local
government, education and welfare

4. Diffusive Christianity — the role of outreach religion amongst the people. 168

Brown suggested a "Discursive Christianity’ which drew on modern cultural
theory, using oral history, autobiography, popular books, magazines and religious
tracts to trace how Christian discourse circulated in society. 'In this way, we
reconstruct an individual’s religious identity from how they in their own words

reflected Christianity.”*®° This study will utilise such a range of qualitative sources.

Qualitative and quantitative data do not inhabit binary polarities but can be
mutually illuminative. Therefore, this study will consider the available statistics on
church affiliation and attendance, although these were difficult to collect during the

dislocation of wartime. The anthropologically-based Mass-Observation organisation
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conducted a range of opinion polls and merged these responses into a series of file
reports which form an impressive and valuable collection for the researcher seeking

information on religious attitudes and practices during the war.*"°

Various problems arise when seeking too much enlightenment from religious
statistics. Church membership does not equate to church attendance. Church
attendance in turn does not demonstrate the nature or depth of belief. Therefore, the
statistics do not provide a rounded, sophisticated picture. Secondly, statistics
themselves have different sources and different means of definition and measurement.
By far the most important drawback of religious statistics is that they tend to impose
numerically definable outcomes, such as church-goer or non-church-goer. Domestic
and personal religious rituals are excluded. Even social surveys which claim to
measure belief usually offer a limited choice of responses, rather than reflecting the
graduated, nuanced and complex nature of faith. This study will use the statistics to
contextualise the richness of the qualitative evidence, providing a context for an

investigation into the extent and nature of faith in the armed services.

If statistics alone are inadequate in addressing the research questions posed,
more qualitative primary material will need to be marshalled. Richard Aldrich advised
that “Ideally, in attempting to construct any historical account we should draw on a
great variety of sources, including diaries, memoirs, oral history and press material as
well as official records.’'’* Debates were conducted in the secular and religious
contemporary media, and many commentators highlighted Christian themes in their
works. Due to the all-encompassing nature of modern warfare, theologians from across
the denominational spectrum, including Leslie Weatherhead, William Temple, Arthur
Hinsley and Thompson Elliott, produced treatises on the relationship between warfare
and Christianity.”? Such sources will prove useful in contextualising the experiences

of Christians in the armed services.
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Most of the primary evidence for this study comes in the form of personal
testimony. Despite the relative paucity of secondary literature about Christianity in the
British armed forces in the Second World War, the fact that the conflict is still within
living memory means that the historian is faced with a mountain of potential primary
material. According to Brown, such evidence, oral history, autobiography, letters, and
diaries, 'is now better theorised and commands widespread support in the
profession.’*”™ Although this study draws upon a wide range of these sources, it is
acknowledged that they are self-selecting in nature, being skewed towards those of a
literate turn of hand, who often sought to knowingly leave such testimony. Alan
Allport has termed such evidence “ego-documents’ and therefore unrepresentative.!’*
He claimed they tend towards the better educated who were wont to write things down.
Initially a disproportionate amount come from officers, and those with idiosyncratic
views have tended to be given greater emphasis as they appear more interesting or

noteworthy.

However, in recent decades there has been much work undertaken to gather
oral and written testimony from people with a wide range of wartime experiences, and
from a greater range of social classes by, among others, the Imperial War Museum in
London and the Second World War Experience Centre in Wetherby. This means that
an ever-broadening selection of evidence is available. Although for too long viewed
as a poor relation to written testimony, oral history has, more recently, been
acknowledged as a methodologically sound means of gathering evidence. As Penny
Summerfield recently claimed, “the practice of oral history has pushed against the
constraints imposed by the social science tradition from which it emerged.
Understanding subjectivity rather than seeking objectivity has become important, and
with it a need to address the interrelationship of culture and memory.’*” Oral history
and written autobiographies can be problematic because of the fallibility of memory.
However, as Trever Lummis pointed out, it is often the case that whilst short-term
memory declines with age, long-term memory remains strong.}’® This researcher

recognises that such testimony originates from those who have volunteered to have it
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recorded. Nevertheless, it can provide information that would not always emerge from

a written edited account.

The historian must be wary of what Allport termed the “distorting filter of
memory’ of later memoirs and interviews.!”” People reflect differently on their
youthful experiences in later years than they might have done at the time. Sonya Rose
chose to restrict her study of wartime citizenship to sources published before January
1946 so her information was filtered through the public culture of the time, rather than
via post-war reconstructions of experiences.!’® However admirable as that approach
is, much valuable evidence of religiosity in wartime would have been excluded from

this study, to the detriment of a better overall understanding of the topic.

Martin Francis claimed that very few memoirs or diaries of flyers refer to
religious issues.’’® Despite this claim, this researcher has found that a significant
minority of personal testimonies of men and women across all branches of service,
including the RAF, do make reference to religion, sometimes sporadically, and it is
possible that as religion was not a central focus of Francis’ work, he overlooked the
seam of Christianity to be found in many works.'® Available personal testimonies vary
from accounts written as the war progressed, to later retrospectives of a long life. Some
can show the development of patterns of thinking, as they cover the full length of the
war and beyond. However, it is rare to find a collection of contemporary letters or
diaries from which it is possible to identify the full development an individual’s inner
life of faith. Letters home were written for a specific audience, usually family, and the
individual could be trying to reassure loved ones that their faith remained strong.
Diaries tend to be patchy. Some were expressly written with a future audience in mind,
whilst others were written in secret due to regulations prohibiting the recording of
information that could prove useful to the enemy, or with the limited opportunities to
record thoughts that a prisoner of war camp afforded. However, Richard J. Aldrich

was able to claim of personal diaries that "they, more than any other medium, reflect
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the true human experience of war.”!8 They reflect an inner conversation and
frequently one, in the case of individuals considered in this study, with the feeling of

God being close by.

Some people were keen to record their experiences later in life, whilst the
evidence from others is confined to the period of conflict with a subsequent reluctance
to share their feelings with a wider audience. Corporal John Broom of the RAMC
wrote towards the end of his war service, ‘I don’t think I shall ever describe my
experiences to anyone unless in reminiscence with some other seasoned soldier. After
all, why should I? I’'m not the only soldier on the Western Front.”8? In contrast Captain
Edgar Beresford Mash’s account of his rescue from Dunkirk begins ‘this is a
testimony’, and the final chapter is an invitation to give one’s soul to Christ.!%
Therefore there exists a range of testimony, from the overt to that which was not

written with future historical analysis in mind.

Michael Snape claimed that, in a field that is still fighting to establish its
distinct identity, work lavish with illustrations and examples was necessary as “only a
barrage of evidence would make an adequate impression on the myths and
prejudices.’*® He acknowledged that this could lead to issues of representativeness,
but sought to strike a balance between use of later personal testimony, contemporary
written accounts, the secular and religious press, social surveys and military archives.
This approach allowed for a sound distribution of evidence and is one which the
current study follows. Therefore, direct testimony from those who experienced the war
as Christians comes from three main sources. Firstly, there are significant collections
of archives which reflect the importance of Christianity in the armed services. The
researcher has accessed papers housed at the Imperial War Museum in London, the
Second World War Experience Centre in Wetherby, the Army Medical Services
Museum in Aldershot, the Royal Army Chaplains’ Department Archive at Amport
House, Hampshire and the Armed Forces Christian Union collection at Havelock
House, Aldershot.
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Secondly, the researcher has been granted access to many private papers still
in the possession of the families of those who served in the war. These private papers,
usually in the form of diaries, journals and letters to family members, have an
immediacy which is invaluable in accessing thoughts and feelings from seven decades
ago. In addition, they benefit from being hitherto untapped sources of testimony, thus

bringing fresh evidence to the topic.

Thirdly, memoirs and autobiographies from those involved in the war began as
a trickle in the late 1940s, usually written by those in positions of command, and
personal war accounts largely continued in this vein until the 1980s, when publishers
became increasingly keen to record a broader range of experiences from an ageing
generation. In addition, the increasing emphasis on “history from below’ from the
1960s onwards has meant an increased appreciation of, and desire to read, the
experiences of ordinary men and women as historical actors. Furthermore, many
people who had experienced horrors which they had kept locked away in their minds
for decades found the voice to record them as they passed retirement age. Some
accounts were privately published for a relatively small readership, whilst others
received a wider critical acclaim. New accounts of wartime experiences are still being
published, and whilst a minority were written with Christianity as a central theme,

many have passing references to, or extended reflections on, an individual’s faith.

No study of faith in wartime can ever claim to provide a complete picture. What
follows is one reconstruction of the Christian religious culture and mentalities of
Second World War service personnel given the disparate nature of the sources and the
difficulties in understanding other people’s conception of faith, particularly those of
two generations ago. The question has been asked as to whether an historian should
possess a personal faith in order to undertake a work of religious history.® Whilst
good religious history can be written by people of all faiths and none, it is necessary
to acknowledge that the sources were written or spoken with sincerity, and that one
can certainly not bring an antagonistic attitude to beliefs which were genuinely held.
Nor would a eulogistic or exculpatory gloss do full justice to the subject. The

researcher trusts that he has struck a balance between an appreciation of British

185 Christopher Brooke et. al., "What is Religious History?> History Today, 35, (1985), 25-31
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Christian culture, having been brought up within a Protestant evangelical household

himself, and the detached critical eye of the historian.
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Chapter Two - Religious Provision in the Armed Services
Introduction

Between 1939 and 1945 5.8 million men, or 60% of all those born between
1905 and 1927, were mobilised into the British armed services, 3.8 million of them
serving in the army.'8 In addition approximately 640,000 women served in various
branches of the military, including the Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRNS), the
Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS) and the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF).18’
Service life took people away from the familiar milieu and routines of work and
family, and patterns of religious observance, and thrust them into an environment
which was often not conducive to the maintenance of pre-war Christian rituals.
However, within all branches of service, significant attempts were made to provide
formal Christian worship and informal pastoral and spiritual advice through the

various chaplaincy services.

The army appointed 3692 chaplains of all denominations, a ratio of
approximately one chaplain for every 1250 soldiers.'®® By 1945 the strength of the
chaplaincy establishment of the Royal Navy and Royal Naval VVolunteer Reserve was
534, comprising 416 Anglicans and 118 Nonconformists and Roman Catholics.'%®
They served in ships of cruiser size and above, small ships and shore establishments
at home and overseas. In the RAF a total of 577 Anglican clergy served as chaplains,
in addition to 231 Roman Catholics and 246 from various other Protestant
denominations.!®® United Board chaplains, representing the Baptist and
Congregational denominations across all three services, remained within the existing
chaplaincy structures, whilst Roman Catholics had their own distinct administrative
structure under the direction of a Vicar-General. Christian philosopher T.E. Jessop
noted of army chaplains “the fewness of their numbers in relation to the men they have

to serve.’!®! It cannot be denied that the additional duties military chaplains were

186 Allport, Browned Off, p.xix
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expected to undertake over and above the work of a parish priest or congregational
leader could result in resources being thinly spread at times. During the war, army
chaplains suffered casualties proportionate to the rest of the troops and their positions
were harder to fill with fresh recruits than other roles.!%

Despite the importance of Christianity in British society between 1939 and
1945, scant attention has been paid to the religious aspects of the culture of the British
military machine during the Second World War. Michael Snape’s God and the British
Soldier is the only significant work to assess the range of ways in which religious
culture was infused throughout the British Army during the period of the two world
wars.*®® Various studies have examined the work undertaken by chaplains who served
in each of the branches of the military. Sir John Smyth VC, an Anglican who had
served as an officer in both world wars, wrote an officially-sponsored history of the
Royal Army Chaplains’ Department, viewing the organisation as an effective tool of
the state, the role of chaplains being to justify government war aims and to maintain

morale.'® For Smyth “the Church, State and Army are inextricably woven.’1%

Michael Snape’s more recent official history of the RAChD devoted much
coverage to the political machinations at its head, and the disgruntlement of many
chaplains serving on the ground.’®® However, it did not specifically focus on
perceptions of their work in the eyes of Christians in the British Army. Alan
Robinson’s study of army chaplaincy during the Second World War did gather
evidence from those who had served across the ranks. **” He argued that the way in
which army chaplains approached their work was a blend of the influence of the
sending church, the military context in which the chaplain found himself, and the
individual personality of each chaplain. With a few exceptions, men highly valued the

sacramental and pastoral services provided by chaplains.

The only published account of RAF Chaplains in the second half of the
twentieth century was pacifist Gordon Zahn’s 1969 study.'®® Zahn identified a “role
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conflict” for chaplains based on their dual loyalties to the military and the Church.
Again, there was no attempt at an assessment of the service they provided from the
point of view of serving Christians. Gordon Taylor’s coverage of the Second World
War in his history of naval chaplaincy tended towards extended narrative accounts
based on interviews and correspondence from those who had served as chaplains
within the Royal Navy and Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve, but it did provide some
opinions on the role of the chaplain and the position of church parades.'®® Taylor’s
views on the effectiveness of religious provision in the navy were influenced by his
own wartime service as a naval chaplain. Again, there was little reference to the

opinion of sailors as to the quality or utility of chaplaincy services.

Some studies on the chaplaincy work of specific denominations have been
undertaken. Ronald W. Thomson produced a brief overview of the work of United
Board chaplains in 1964.2%° Neil Allison, himself a Baptist military chaplain, examined
in more depth the work of Baptist and Congregational chaplains, and found a well-
organised and committed level of provision.?* Tom Johnstone and James Hagerty’s
laudatory work emphasised the physical and moral courage of Roman Catholic
chaplains in the different branches of the armed services, and the importance of the
maintenance of the sacramental approach in conflict zones, "Through [chaplains’]
ministry the Church lavishes her saving means upon the faithful who serve in that
particular type of life.”2%? Again, little mention was made of the quality of the service

provided from the point of view of those serving in the forces.

Therefore, among those historians who have studied religious aspects of
military life during the Second World War, the overwhelming focus has been on the
work of chaplains, the official representatives of the Churches in the armed services.
How ordinary service men and women, particularly those of an active faith, perceived
the quality of that provision remains an underexplored area. This is an important
omission, as any significant dissonance between chaplains and service personnel

would indicate a weakening of ties between the individual Christian and the Churches
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and would thus limit the potential for any post-war religious revival in the United

Kingdom.
Military Chaplaincy

The range of postings for army chaplains was huge. They could be deployed to
bases, hospitals, along lines of communication and with fighting divisions across three
continents. Due to the geographically scattered roles that army personnel were
assigned to, such as serving on anti-aircraft batteries, chaplains often found it a
challenge to provide regular face-to-face provision for all, and therefore
supplementary radio broadcasts were used in larger establishments. Similarly, RAF
chaplains covered significant distances between bases to provide for their flock.
Roman Catholic chaplain Fr William Hamilton recalled regularly leading three Masses
per day in order to cater for his congregation dispersed across balloon sites, radar
stations and decoy airfields.?%® Similarly, at one point Fr Walter Meyjes had to cover

all the naval bases in North Africa for Roman Catholics.2%

Many clergy opted for service in the navy or air force, as pay and allowances
were better than in the army, and in the navy chaplains were not encumbered by the
burden of an officer’s rank. Despite this, Neil Allison has argued that the RAChD was
more representative of the civilian church during the Second, as opposed to the First
World War as a broader range of interviewers assessed the suitability of clergy for
service.?%® In the navy, the Chaplain of the Fleet was the head of the chaplaincy service,
with a rank equivalent to that of Rear Admiral. He had to be an Anglican, however the
position of his deputy, the Principal Chaplain, was open to Free Church and Church of
Scotland clergy. The navy treated the latter two groups as one broad denominational
catchment, providing greater flexibility in posting chaplains to different naval
establishments. Naval chaplains did not wear a uniform, but were denoted merely by
a clerical collar, as the rank of chaplain, unlike in the army, held no equivalency with
the fighting men. However, during the Second World War it became increasingly

common for chaplains to wear a navy cap with a chaplaincy badge to prevent them
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from being arrested as suspected spies in naval bases, although some longer serving

chaplains continued to retain the privilege of wearing plain clothes.

Despite this increasing formality, naval chaplains were still frequently able to
speak frankly to senior officers as well as lower ranks. Rev H.V. Evans recalled the
advice he was given by his ship’s commanding officer, that, whilst addressing him he
could act as if an admiral, ‘Padre, remember in the stokers’ mess you’re a stoker.”?%®
Rev Lloyd Harding, a United Board chaplain, believed that absence of rank helped
him to gain the confidence of his men through association.?’” Some naval chaplains
were in charge of chapels and churches on shore, with others at sea “conducting
services when and where they could, and ministering to a constantly changing
flock.”?®® Rev Frederick Darrel Bunt, chaplain at Chatham naval barracks between
1940 and 1943, asserted "the navy is one parish.’?%° He saw it as lacking the regimental
exclusivity of the army, with departing parishioners being personally commended to

the next chaplain into whose care they would transfer.

One of the main issues facing RAF chaplains in establishing and maintaining
credibility among their flock was their remaining on base whilst the aircrews flew in
operations. Thus, they could not share the same dangers as their men unlike some army
and naval chaplains. This was a matter of honour for Fr William Hamilton, who
managed to gain access to a Coastal Command mission to secure a fuller appreciation
of the dangers encountered by his men.?!® Despite these occasional displays of
courage, Rev L. John Collins, an Anglican serving as an RAF chaplain, was sharply
critical of the quality of many of his colleagues, "the bishops of the Anglican Church
failed to realise the importance during wartime of encouraging the best available men
to enter the services as chaplains, and often preferred to use the occasion to rid
themselves of their duds and misfits.’?!! Collins identified a further challenge facing
military chaplains, arguing that when bishops had to mediate in a dispute between
chaplains and the secular authority of the armed services, they invariably came down
on the side of the latter. Thus, "the work of the Church in the RAF often suffered

because so many chaplains were afraid to challenge authority at those points where
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their integrity as ministers of the Christian religion was at stake.”?*? Collins himself
was not averse to challenging a commanding officer, Air Marshal Arthur Harris, over
the ethics of the obliteration bombing strategy. However not all RAF chaplains were
accused of being auxiliaries of the state. Neil Allison claimed, of United Board
chaplains, that "the Sending Churches and their chaplains had not and would not
become simple tools of the State even in times of great international tension and
conflict.”?!® Thus, many Nonconformist and Roman Catholic chaplains managed to
maintain a degree of independence that was denied to Anglican clergy.

To cater for the large numbers of women serving in the forces, a cohort of
females was mobilised to provide chaplaincy support as Chaplains’ Assistants. Thirty-
six were appointed and assigned to the WRAC, WRNS, WAAF and ATS. However,
they were excluded from leading celebrations of Holy Communion, with the focus of
their work being pastoral support. They could teach and lead padre’s hours and
sometimes lead public worship. It was not until the end of the war that the first female,
the Congregationalist Elsie Chamberlain, was appointed as a military chaplain to the
RAF. This was after substantial political pressure from the Secretary of State for Air,
Viscount Stansgate, whose own wife, Margaret, was later to become head of the

Congregational Union of England and Wales.?'*

Michael Snape contended that chaplains serving in the army during the war
were, like the men of their generation, of a less deferential mood.?*® They had to
mediate an initial suspicion of military culture and structures to meet the demands of
the day. From the point of view of the military high command “the whole of the
chaplain’s ministry stood to benefit soldiers’ morale.’”!® Rev Percy Middleton
Brumwell, the Deputy Chaplain-General, identified the moral qualities that needed to
be engendered in men and women in order for this morale to be sustained. They were
"“The Will to Win’, *Self-respect’, *Self-control’ and “High Sense of Honour.”?’ In
addition to these personal qualities, a demanding range of practical duties was

expected from chaplains, including providing invigorating services, maintaining a
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presence on the front line, ensuring decent burials for the dead and being available for
less formal activities including general chats. Their remit could often extend to
providing entertainments and organising canteens, assisting medical staff during times
of battle and recovering bodies from tanks. Often there was marriage guidance work

to be undertaken with their men and writing letters to bereaved relatives.

T.E. Jessop thought that civilian clergy did not make natural military chaplains.
Padres were, like most of the men in the armed forces, “civilians at heart.’?'® When
military service was demanded of them, however, they recognised how the experience
could make them more effective churchmen. One chaplain commented, "I notice that
practically all the effective leaders in the Church of England are men who have had
military experience in the World War.’2t® In spite of this improvement in their spiritual
leadership qualities, Alan Wilkinson suggested that army chaplains were ‘in the
greatest danger of becoming auxiliaries of the state.”??® They were sometimes placed
in a spiritual no mans’ land, with tensions between the RAChD and the bishops being
exacerbated by an inadequacy of pastoral care for the chaplains. In addition, they had
to try and meet the sometimes-conflicting demands of a military culture which
demanded adherence to the formality of church parades, whilst reaching out to the men
in their care who often resented the obligation to attend those occasions. This led to a
situation whereby, according to Alan Robinson, “devout Christian soldiers were both
the most ardent supporters of chaplains and their sharpest critics.”??* This could be
interpreted as a dissonance between the organised Churches and active Christians, but
the fact that the latter were critical demonstrates an engagement with the quality of the
Christian leadership being provided, and thus suggests the resilience of Christian faith

within this milieu.

This dichotomy of a chaplain’s position in wartime was succinctly outlined in

Mass-Observation’s 1943 Report, The Chaplain to the Forces:

It is difficult for a padre to do anything without getting severely criticised. [...]
His sincerity is not questioned, but if he is too sheltered and intellectual he is

said to be “other worldly”, and if he comes right out and acts as the others do,
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it is wondered if this is the sort of example that clergymen ought to set. If his
sermons are learned, he is accused of talking over the men’s head, if they are
simple, he is said to be talking down to them. If he keeps strictly within his
own sphere, people wonder what he does all the week, if he is generally

helping, here, there and everywhere, he is accused of pushing his nose in.???

The report also identified that, whilst chaplains were perceived as being men
of personal sincerity and high morals, they lacked a “common touch’, had a markedly
different outlook on life to many of the men and women in their care, used too much
obscure vocabulary, and, in the context of the army and RAF, suffered from the
remoteness from the masses that an officer’s rank brought.??®> Chaplains were seen as
well-meaning and sincere, but lacked the ability to "get over’ to their men. Fr William
Hamilton recalled being told during an initial six-week training course at Uxbridge, "It
is our duty to make officers and gentlemen of you all.’??* Hamilton considered that the
petty rules which abounded in the service would impede him from his job of “saving
souls.’??® The M-O report found that “it does seem undeniable that the padre is held in

much higher esteem in the navy.’??®

Despite these competing demands, according to Michael Snape, Second World
War army chaplains, in contrast to their predecessors in the First World War, "had
fewer grounds on which to attract criticism.’??” There proved few reasons for public
recrimination against chaplains who supported a war seen at the time, and
retrospectively, as just, and one which was then followed by worthwhile domestic
social reforms. In addition, they “undoubtedly provided enormous support for soldiers
both individually and collectively.’??® However, this judgement of army chaplains was
made in the context of the generality of troops. There has been little specific research

on whether their work attracted praise or criticism from self-defining Christians.

The 1943 M-O report provided an example of how active Christians wanted a

very different chaplaincy service to that which would appeal to most recruits:
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The chaplain finds himself confronted with all types at once. An R.A. Battery
in the North of Scotland was served by occasional visits from two different
chaplains; one was a highly academic man, who had no appeal at all for the
majority of men but was very popular with a few of the more intelligent, who
supported him thoroughly. The other was a free and easy ‘hearty’ type, who
was popular with those men who were not the type to come to voluntary
services, etc.; at the same time, the supporters of the other chaplain, who were
the main religious nucleus, felt that this one was not doing his duty properly

and were not at all helpful.??°

The same report found that a shy, academic parson who preached theological
sermons managed to increase attendance at voluntary services.?*° This demonstrates
the tendency for active Christians to respond well to robust religious provision, even
when provided from military-sanctioned sources. Michael Snape has demonstrated
how chaplains emphasised Britain’s moral purpose as a defender of Christian
civilisation against the twin totalitarian ideologies of Nazi Germany and the
Communist Soviet Union, thus being in alignment with the generally patriotic nature

of Christian service personnel, a theme addressed in chapter five.?3

Church Parades

One aspect of religious provision which caused continuing resentment amongst
recruits, and a sense of futility for many chaplains, was the weekly church parade.
Until 1946 it was compulsory, under Paragraph 1605 of the King’s Regulations, for all
men and women in the armed services to attend a Sunday church parade, unless on
other military duties. It stipulated that "all ranks, unless granted special leave or
prevented by military duty, will attend divine service’, with personnel to be marched
to and from the place of worship.?*? This was despite the view of Sir Ronald Adam,
the Adjutant-General, that “formal parades every Sunday are likely to do more harm
than good to the men’s spiritual welfare.’2*® There was often a choice between Church

of England, Roman Catholic and Nonconformist services which, due to the

229 MOA, FR 1870A, "The Chaplain to the Forces’, July 1943, p.9

230 |pid, p.12

231 Snape, God and the British Soldier, p.120

232 War Office, The King’s Regulations for the Army and the Royal Army Reserve 1940 (London:
HMSO, 1940) ,p.510

233 Quoted in Jeremy Crang “The Abolition of Compulsory Church Parades in the British Army’, The
Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 56 (2005), p.97

61



Faith in the Furnace: British Christians in the Armed Services, 1939-45 John Broom

compulsory imperative, had to cater for the full spectrum belief, from devout to

nominal to none.

The church parade became the most regular and high-profile experience of
military chaplaincy for most men and women. Historians have claimed that these
occasions were disliked by most people, whether religious or not. Alan Robinson
contended that some chaplains and their flock saw church parades as a “dreadful mix-
up between religion and spit-and-polish.”?3* He also found that Anglicans and Roman
Catholics did not generally grumble about compulsory church parades, but Methodists
and Baptists complained more frequently. This suggests that Nonconformists resented
the spiritual blandness required of a service which had to try to meet the needs of all
men and women and indicates their rejection of a homogenised Christianity and a

continuing adherence to previous doctrinal norms.

Jeremy Crang argued that the mass of the army saw compulsory church parades
in negative terms, finding them being either monotonous and moralistic, with homilies
against the recreational pleasures of sex and alcohol, or too much abstract theology.?®
For Michael Snape, services were another manifestation of army ‘bullshit’ along with
sick parades and pay parades.?®® Concerned clergy and laymen thought they alienated
soldiers from religion of any kind, with Snape suggesting that at times non-religious
soldiers were more likely to attend a voluntary service than a compulsory one.?%” Alan
Allport agreed, citing religion as “an officially prescribed Army virtue’, %8 thus making
it suspect in the eyes of soldiers. Neil Allison argued that many men from a Free
Church or Church of Scotland background found church parades an imposition due to

the Anglican forms of service.?%

Nevertheless, the Army Council reaffirmed the importance of the church
parade in 1941, citing “their profound conviction of the value of religious inspiration
as a source of spiritual and moral strength in the present conflict.’?*° As Crang put it,

"God, it seems, was to be mobilised to bolster the morale of the troops; and they would
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march to meet Him with their brasses gleaming.’?*! This caused resentment across
much of the army, with the element of compulsion being seen by many Christians as
incompatible with true religious meaning. During a 1942 War Office investigation into
army morale, two essays were received in evidence which demonstrated the
unpopularity of church parades. A private in the Black Watch claimed that the parades
had more to do with military regimentation than religious observance and that this was
undermining the role padres were playing, ‘the forbidding display of compulsion and
regimentation inherent in many church parades appears to be entirely wrong in relation
to the fundamentals of true religion.’?*? Another soldier agreed, ‘What I do object to
is the wrong emphasis almost always laid by the military authorities on the parade, the
result of which is disastrous for the church. For church parade, the Army substitutes
church parade.’?*® There was, however, some relaxation of the regulations in many
units, allowing a ‘marking in’ system whereby individuals would be checked against
a list after making their own way to the service, rather than being marched there in

formation.

Whilst some saw formal parades as disastrous for the church, as they impeded
the propagation of true religion, others argued that compulsory parades allowed men
an expression of religiosity without being susceptible to being singled out and ridiculed
by their comrades.?** Rev. Ronald Selby Wright, a Church of Scotland army chaplain
and radio broadcaster, took the view that church parades were a success for the
Churches, writing that "never before have so many Sunday by Sunday attended Divine
Worship at one time.’?*®> An exchange of letters in The Times in August 1943
confirmed that not all sections of the armed forces held a derogatory view of
compulsory parades. In response to a letter from Rev Leslie Derrett, an officiating
Chaplain to the Forces, who had asserted that the mandatory nature of parades was
“indefensible [and] a-moral’ and seen by soldiers as a "disgusting and revolting
imposition’, an anonymous RN Captain countered with the view that “the average

sailor does not find church parades a distasteful imposition.’24
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Despite some chaplains and officers speaking highly of compulsory church
parades, their place in the WAAF were debated in the House of Commons on 22"
March 1944, with Hugh Lawson, Common Wealth Member of Parliament for Skipton,
arguing that the “practice of detailing personnel for church parades does great harm,
not only to the discipline of the Service, but to the Christian religion.”?*’ Lawson, an
active Methodist, had recent experience of the military church parade, having returned
from service in Gibraltar in 1943 in order to contest a by-election. The Under Secretary
of State for Air, Harold Balfour, replied that the WAAF was subject to the King’s

Regulations just like any other part of the armed services.

Compulsory church parades assumed a different complexion in the navy. As
larger ships contained only one chaplain, with smaller vessels having to share a
chaplain between them, there was rarely compulsion for Roman Catholics and
Nonconformists to attend parades. In addition, the lack of space on many ships meant
chapels were small, thus limiting attendance figures, so parades became de facto
voluntary events. On some ships all those not attending the formal service had to stand
to attention as a procession led by the chaplain made its way to the chapel. Rev Gordon
Taylor bemoaned the abolition of compulsion, as church parades provided "a witness
for the cause of Religion.’?*® For Taylor, the change served neither the interests of the
church, nor of the navy, with the replacement of church parades with “moral
leadership’ classes a poor substitute for what had been lost. Social pressures from
comrades discouraged many from attending parades once they were made voluntary,
with one man commenting to Taylor, ‘'They’ve made it impossible for a man like me
to go to church.’?*® However Taylor did accept the inevitability of abolition as church
attendance had begun to decline in civilian life, noting that attendance at voluntary

Holy Communion following compulsory parades had been small.?%

Christian service men and women reflected this range of conflicting attitudes
toward the church parade. Michael Benn, an RAF officer and evangelical Anglican,
who was considering a career in the ministry before his untimely death in 1944,
strongly criticised the church parades he encountered in 1940 and 1941. The Student

Christian Newsletter of 25th November 1941 contained a letter from an army chaplain
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arguing that, as the military was based on orders and compulsion, it was logical that
church parades should be so too. Benn had written a footnote in pencil, “Is a Corporate
Service which means nothing to anyone but the organiser dead or alive?’?*! He did not
stop at this note, but drafted a lengthy response arguing that church parades were
unsuccessful due to either being too complex, too simple, irrelevant and failing to
make the subject ‘live.” Benn argued that military authorities were incapable of
providing Religious Education. Chaplains were often unsuitable, there was too much
emphasis on “spit and polish’, and parades were resented by the men for eating into
precious leisure time and were often held in unsuitable conditions. At one parade at
RAF Church Fenton, recalled Benn, the service had been inaudible due to the sound
of aeroplanes revving their engines. Other services had been conducted in the freezing
cold. Benn asserted, "I tolerated having my food, my clothes, my life organised by
Senior Officers, often very stupid, but | cannot have my Religion similarly

controlled.’%52

Benn’s impression of RAF church parades was echoed by one of those charged
with conducting them, Rev L. John Collins, who reflected they were "if not positively
harmful, on the whole useless.’?>® Collins cited the example of RAF Yatesbury, a base
which housed 5000 men and women, with a chapel that could only hold 150 people.
Services were therefore held in a freezing marquee which could accommodate 1000,
with four further congregations waiting their turn outside, sometimes in the cold rain.
When their turn came, neither officers nor NCOs joined the ranks for the service,
creating much resentment. Due to Collins’ intervention, compulsory church parades at
Yatesbury were soon abolished. Only a handful attended the subsequent voluntary
parades, with “the vast majority looking upon these services as a provision, like extra
milk at school, for the few who liked or needed them.’?%* Collins was not the only RAF
chaplain who thought enforced attendance counterproductive. Rev John T. Hamilton,
a Baptist chaplain, ‘'made a point on each station of informing the men that he was

opposed to compulsory attendance at church services. He only wished men to be
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present on a voluntary basis.’?*® Therefore in the RAF, church parades were not looked
upon favourably by active Christians or many chaplains, with their worth being openly

challenged.

Ken Tout, who rose from private to tank commander in the Northamptonshire
Yeomanry, considered army church parades to be at best unproductive and at worst
counter-productive. His colleagues, who were nominal Anglicans, spent their Sundays
polishing buttons and boots before spending more time on parade. This caused many
to resent the church. In addition, Anglicans in the army were not free to find a local
church at which to worship, a right Tout enjoyed as an attested Salvationist.?>® Neil
Cochrane, another Salvationist serving with the 51 Highland Division, could attend
services at the Salvation Army Citadel in Bradford rather than church parades whilst
stationed in Otley. %’

For those active Christians who had not availed themselves of the option to
attest as a Nonconformist, church parades could sometimes provide episodes of
uplifting collective worship. John Broom, whose home church had been an
independent Railway Mission, was impressed with the first Anglican church parade he
attended at his RAMC training depot in Leeds. Having praised the beauty of the organ
music and the simplicity of the setting, he noted that “everyone was most reverent.’?%

Broom found that the chaplain:

[S]poke very well, without a single note, and standing in the centre of the
platform in his vestments. He didn’t make a single mistake but spoke just like
somebody you hear on the radio. [...] I quite enjoyed the service and fellows I
spoke to afterwards who haven’t been for years and who usually spend Sunday
in the pubs, said that they too quite enjoyed the meeting. There wasn’t any
particularly evangelical note about it. All the same it was reverent, sincere and

thoughtful and I’ve heard worse sermons from Evangelists.

This early favourable impression of church parades was not consistently

sustained, as by October Broom was choosing to attend a straightforward Anglican
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service at a nearby church rather than rely on the church parade, “the service on the
whole was good & certainly much better than that | should have had in the Main Hall
in B. Park.’®° This episode also indicates a willingness on some bases not to insist on
the enforcement of attendance at the parade, as long as it was known that an individual
was at a service elsewhere. A few months later Broom "dodged (as usual) out of
Church Parade & shot along to St. Chad’s.”?%° However Broom found that a parade
service given by a Nonconformist chaplain of some spiritual reward, "Last Sunday we
had the morning service in the grounds, the chaplain being a free church minister. He

spoke well on “This is the way; walk ye in it.”>2%!

The following month, a service in the NAAFI was “definitely good [...] the
chaplain repeated the text “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ & thou shalt be saved”’?52
However, Broom felt that the chaplain’s “interpretation of “saved” wasn’t as strongly
evangelical as it might have been.” During 1942 Broom attended Nonconformist
church parades on board the SS Strathnaver en route to Egypt, “finding that the content
»grips” more.’2%3 However he did enjoy a service led by a Church of England padre
who spoke “straight from the shoulder’ and was the only army chaplain he had heard
who had proselytised, evidently taking the opportunity to offer men anxious about their
futures the chance to convert to Anglicanism.?%4 Over the course of the war, Broom
found nothing objectionable in the compulsory nature of church parades, although
availed himself of the opportunity to visit alternative places of worship when the
opportunity arose. He attended services led by both Anglican and Free Church
chaplains and judged them on the quality of the sermon. Even those he found less
evangelical than he would have liked still provided a continuity of collective worship
away from his home church community and were thus an important feature in the cycle
of faith.

However, church parades could also be valued by the less devout. James
Driscoll, an Anglican conscientious objector who had been granted his request to serve
in the RAMC, found that despite many of the several hundred in the congregation at
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church parades being there to avoid fatigues, they sang with enthusiasm.?®® For some
of a nominal faith, church parades offered an opportunity to play the system. Private
Alexander Adamson, a Scotsman in the RAMC, reflected that he had an inner desire
to "kick against the establishment [...] my Presbyterian label helped me to do so when
I was so minded.”?®® Having been ordered to attend a Church of England parade at
Crookham Camp, Hampshire, "I pointed out that | was not of that persuasion and they
grudgingly allowed me to join several Methodists whose chapel was near Fleet. This
walk meant having a short spell out of barracks.’®®’ Adamson’s admission
demonstrates how church parades could be counterproductive to army discipline, as
they offered an opportunity for subversion over an issue that was of minimal
importance, “Silly really, as | had no strong feelings about religion or church
attendance.’?®® A similar attitude to church parades was noted by Second Lieutenant
Arthur Royall, an Anglican who, when attending a service at the Garrison Church at
Mile End, saw two card schools taking place on the back rows during the service.?°
Private Jim Wheeler, a Methodist in the RAMC, attended Nonconformist church
parades in the NAAFI at Church Crookham, and recalled it was “funny [that] people
used to chuck themselves around saying "Hallelujah’’ for half an hour then go and play

cards.’?"0

There were occasions in prisoner of war camps where church parades were
made compulsory, with a similar degree of irritation expressed by men forced to attend
them. Private Stanley Dawson of the 18" Division Field Workshop recalled his time

at Changi Camp:

We had our full complement of churches of all denominations [...] and had we
been left to our own devices we should have filled them to capacity at every
service. But to the higher-ups churches meant one thing, despite the protests of
many of the padres, church parades. Compulsory church parades. With, as far

as possible, all the spit and polish of such a parade at home. They became in
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fact excuses for full dress commanding officers’ parade. And were,
accordingly, disliked as heartily as any compulsory church parade in
England.?™

However, Dawson noted that there was a good attendance at voluntary evening

services.
Padre’s Hours and Religious Education

The questioning nature of Second World War recruits created new challenges
for military chaplains, who could no longer rely on submissive compliance from troops
receiving their message via the medium of a weekly church parade. Furthermore, fears
were expressed by some commentators that, should a resilient Christian message
become absent as a result, there would be a breakdown in communal culture and ethics,
and that an alternative communist ideology might fill the void. Leslie Weatherhead
claimed that only a rebirth of Christian conviction could save the world from the

“demons of savagery and fear which haunt mankind today.’%"

In response to these concerns, from 1942 onwards, the provision of padre’s
hours spread throughout the army. Begun by Rev J.J.A. Hodgkin as an initiative in the
Airborne Division, on the orders of its GOC, Major-General F.A.M. Browning, who
was anxious to ensure high levels of motivation amongst men undertaking this
dangerous work, they were much more congenial than a church parade. The hour
would begin with a short, informal talk from the padre, followed by discussions on
issues which arose. Men could smoke, and the atmosphere was relaxed. Rev Ronald
Selby Wright, the ‘Radio Padre’, produced a book, Soldiers Also Asked, which covered
some of the questions raised during padre’s hours. Wright wrote that the hours "helped,
probably in a greater way than has ever before been possible, to let the Church [...]

know if men are thinking and what men are thinking about the Christian Faith.?"3

According to Michael Snape, padre’s hours suited the wartime generation who
were used to challenging authority, as they could “heckle and argue, as they couldn’t
do in church — they could get points cleared up or refuse to be satisfied as they

chose.”?’* Alan Robinson concurred, "Whereas soldiers resented compulsory worship,
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compulsory discussions about Christianity were acceptable.’?’® The practice spread to
some parts of the navy, although many naval commanders remained keener on the use
of morning and evening prayers and Sunday services. As chaplains were in persistent
proximity to the men, it was not generally felt that additional time needed to be set

aside for ‘organised’ informal occasions.

Rev R.J. Blofeld, an Anglican army padre, highlighted the workload that
padre’s hours entailed, claiming to have conducted 203 sessions over the course of a
year.%’® Blofeld noted that 763 questions had been asked during those sessions, giving
some indication that the amount of time given over to each discussion was between
fifteen and twenty minutes, allowing for some depth of discourse. Most attendees were
warrant officers and non-commissioned officers, although some officers took part. The
questions raised were challenging towards the Churches, including "Why are the
churches empty?’, the men blaming dull, unintelligible services too prone to ceremony,
and lIs organised religion necessary?’?’’ Men also asked questions about the
Churches’ ethical teachings and the efficacy of welfare services provided by different
denominations. However, Blofeld found a reluctance to address matters of personal
faith, arising from an attitude that ‘the Christian mustn’t question these things.’
Questions were also asked about the Bible and the ethics of Kkilling. Blofeld
summarised the attitude shown by the men towards religion as one of "mild

hostility.”2"®

However, even this less formal arrangement of religious provision could cause
controversy. An exchange of letters in The Spectator magazine in the autumn of 1943,
in response to an article by T.E. Jessop, showed some dissent towards the view that
padre’s hours were a positive innovation. Jessop had claimed that chaplains “were
there to keep or make men religious, so far as the men would let them, and the platform
of the weekly parade-service was not big enough for so big a task.”?”® To fill this void,

some chaplains were providing up to thirty padre’s hours per week. Officers were
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usually not present and there existed "a knock-about of argument, a frank exchange of

rebukes, a mutuality of contribution, a straight confrontation of men with men.’%°

In response to Jessop’s article, one George Burgess, whose son was serving
with the Eighth Army, contended that padre’s hours “are not appreciated by the rank
and file of the Service man.’?®! Chaplains, Burgess claimed, were too out of touch to
reach their men even through this medium, too hidebound by their officers’ rank and
still seen as responsible for the detested church parade. Burgess claimed that none of

Britain’s main allies had compulsory religious observance and called on chaplains to:

[C]ome down to the average soldier and airman, let the Chaplain-General insist
that his men are capable of understanding the lives and understandings of the
workers, which constitute our gallant fighting men, and learn a few lessons
from the Red Army, who are putting up a great fight without Church

Parades.?82

Burgess’ view was endorsed by Edmund Laird-Clowes, who claimed that in
two years of home service, he only came across one chaplain who was able to exert
any influence on his men.?®® Laird-Clowes complained that during his convalesence in
amilitary hospital, the Senior Chaplain preferred to conduct Easter services in the local
parish church rather than minister to patients. He implied that the best chaplains were
sent abroad, with those remaining with home troops being of inferior quality. Although
Laird-Clowes’ contribution lapsed into a general litany of complaints about army
chaplaincy, both correspondents implied that even if the padre’s hour were a better
model in theory, the chaplains leading them had reputations that were too damaged for
them to be productive. This was a view strongly contested by Blofeld’s conclusion
that:

The men are finding that the Church’s representative is willing to listen to their
questions and criticism and to attempt an answer; that where those criticisms

are justified they are honestly welcome [...] and that the Church’s teaching is
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not blind and unreasoning, but perhaps more challenging than they

supposed.?8

Blofeld also recognised the importance of padre’s hours to the chaplains
themselves as it helped them to ‘understand men’s minds more fully; he is discovering
what is valuable and what is redundant or misleading in his own expression of the
faith.’ 28 Furthermore, due to the ‘battering’ that faith had received, it was emerging
more strongly than before.?®® Whilst padre’s hours appear to have brought chaplains
and their wider flocks closer together, there is little evidence of them forming much,
if any, importance in the religious experience of active Christians in the war. None of
the memoirs, diaries or other primary material consulted for this study mentions
attendance at padre’s hours. For this group, it was through the medium of smaller,
informal prayer and Bible study groups that provision was made for a life of continued
religious observance outside the church parade.

Unlike the army and navy, where active service overseas after 1942 was the
common currency, RAF chaplains’ work was mostly undertaken on home bases. The
RAF Chaplaincy service was relatively under-developed, having only been in
existence since 1919, leading to problems with providing chaplains for all newly-
established training schools. Therefore, Rev Maurice Edwards, the Chaplain-in-Chief,
agreed, after persuasion from Rev M.E. Aubrey of the United Board, that thirty
minutes per week should be set aside in the training curriculum for new recruits for
religious and moral issues, and a Moral Leadership course was developed for this
purpose. Pitched as it was at a generally better-educated milieu than existed in either
of the other two main services, the course was demanding and intellectual. Rev John
Hamilton recalled that it was run entirely by padres and included talks “from a clear
theological perspective’, covering four key topics; belief in God, in Jesus, in the Holy
Spirit and the Holy Catholic Church. 27 A second course included understanding the

Bible and a third related to Citizenship, covering leadership, sex and social issues.

Some aspects of the course were relatively abstract when compared to the

content of padre’s hours in the army. There was also a distinct evangelical bent.
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Hamilton confirmed that "Some men were brought to faith when they attended the
Moral Leadership Course.’?%® However Air Vice-Marshall F.W. Cocks doubted its

efficacy:

| yield to no one in my admiration of the Chaplains who have so faithfully
carried out this task. [...] The plain fact is however that despite all that had
been done in this direction these young men after they pass out into the fuller
life of the Royal Air Force are not conspicuous either for their religious

adherence or in many cases their moral standards.?3®

Compulsory church parades, padre’s hours and other forms of religious
instruction provided a continuity of collective worship for active Christians, even
though the compulsion to attend could cause resentment for some. It was not the
purpose of church parades or padre’s hours to bring new converts to Christianity. Their
existence, and the lengths to which chaplains and senior officers went to ensure their
provision, does indicate a continuation of pre-war religious observance, and the
parades do not appear to have damaged the faith of any active Christian. However, for
this group, organised military religion failed to provide a sufficiently robust version of
Christianity to meet their spiritual needs and therefore does not provide much
indication of a potential post-war revival. This deficiency led to the formation of
private prayer and Bible study groups indicating a desire amongst active Christians to
maintain their faith and observance, thus providing a firmer foundation on which to

build any post-war revival of Christianity.
Private Groups

Aside from the formality of the church parade, or the collegiate but non-
devotional discussion group atmosphere of the padre’s hour, many Christians formed
their own study and prayer groups. These sprang up in home bases, on active service
and in prisoner of war camps, and demonstrate the resilience of faith in wartime, with
active Christians seeking out the fellowship of co-believers and organising gatherings
to share worship. Some groups met on a timetabled basis, whilst for others, discussions

about Christianity took place at ad hoc times.
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John Broom was part of religious discussion group at the Beckett Park RAMC
training depot in Leeds, which on 315 March 1940 numbered six people, including a

padre. They discussed *Spiritual Issues of the War’ and Broom reported:

We had quite a good discussion without anything extraordinary being said, but
Walter & | several times quoted texts to prove our points and to stress the
fundamental need for salvation. The Padre is getting spliced next week-end, &
though a decent fellow, dwells I believe a bit too much on Works & not enough

on conviction of sin.2%

The next week the group had swelled to fourteen attendees, including
Anglicans, Methodists, Baptists, Elim Foursquares and both Plymouth and Exclusive
Brethren. The discussion evidently took place in a public space, given the occasional
interruptions Broom noted, demonstrating the mutual strength active Christians could
draw from these gatherings:

We had a lovely time, introducing our names, places from which we came, &
denomination. “All are in Christ”. We shall hold this meeting every week, &
it’s good to see everybody reading their Bibles. A few chaps started
interrupting, but they soon desisted. A corporal and sergeant looked in & said
that it was quite O.K.?!

On board the RMS Empress of India bound for the Middle East, Neil Cochrane
and some of his comrades formed a ‘Holy Club’ which met nightly for prayer and
Bible study. 2°2 The group invited a padre to a meeting, which he attended reluctantly
but did not contribute to the discussion. On being asked to close the meeting with a
prayer, he responded “’I’'m sorry but I haven’t brought my prayer book.” So we prayed
for him and for all the dying men he would shortly be called to minister unto.’?%
Therefore, on occasions the formation of private groups put into stark relief the
inadequacy of officially sanctioned religious provision to meet the needs of active
Christians.

Staff Sergeant Kenneth Woods, a Baptist serving in the RAOC, helped to form
a Bible study circle on the RMS Duchess of Atholl in 1942. Originally, he and two
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others approached the Anglican padre at the end of a church parade service to ask if
he might lead the group. The padre claimed that the officer in charge of troops on the
ship had said there was inadequate space for the group to meet, and a Second
Lieutenant had challenged Woods and his colleagues, “surely the weekly service is
enough?’?®* However this challenge transpired to be one designed to ascertain if
Woods and his friends were sincere. The Second Lieutenant offered his cabin for the
meetings and ordered the ship’s printer to make some invitation cards. The circle met
thrice weekly under the auspices of the chaplain, Rev C.P. Davies. Lance-Bombardier
Edward Porter of Royal Artillery, who had been brought up as a staunch Methodist,
was another who, when on active service, turned to a small circle of trusted comrades
for religious discussion. "My spiritual development came through discussion with
close friends in the proximity we lived in — particularly with Sgt. Denis O’Neil who
was my close Catholic friend. I also at one time [...] used to discuss religion with my

great Methodist friend Sydney Fleming of Clapham Common.’?%®

A Christian Endeavour Society, based on interdenominational and evangelical
principles, was established in prisoner of war Camp PG53 in Italy under the leadership
of Staff Sergeant Tom Sedgewick, a Salvationist. Sedgewick explained to Rev Arthur
Symonds, a United Board Chaplain, "Many different denominations are represented in
our society — Church of England, Methodist, Baptist and Salvationists, but we are all

one in Christ and Christian Endeavour.’2°

Captain Ernest Gordon, a company commander with the 2nd Battalion, Argyll
and Sutherland Highlanders, who found a deeper faith whilst a prisoner of the
Japanese, was another who preferred Christian fellowship away from any formal
trappings of organised religion, "It was interesting to note that during this period, the
men were unmoved by the outward observances of the Church.”?” A chaplain had
been invited to give a series of talks about the outward forms of the church, but

numbers soon dwindled, as the men were “dissatisfied.” Gordon formed a group which
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discussed the fundamentals of Christian faith, and attendance grew steadily, "the

intense interest and sympathy of my listeners kept me going.’2%

Therefore, the inadequacy of officially-sanctioned religious provision in the
armed services for men and women of an active Christian faith led to the formation of
private prayer and Bible study circles. Sometimes these took place with the blessing
and active support of a chaplain, but at other times people took control of their own
expressions of religious observance and fellowship. This demonstrated that religious
faith could be sustained and nurtured outside the formal structures of church
attendance and denominational religious affiliation. It was a faith that was finding
itself resilient to the vagaries of war and the inconsistencies of officially prescribed
religious provision. The existence of these private groups indicates a continuation of
religious belief and fellowship throughout the war, increasing the possibility of a
revival after 1945, since many Christians had become more active agents in their own

patterns of fellowship and prayer.
Religious Provision on Active Service

Whilst compulsory church parades on home service were widely resented by
devout believers and nominal Christians alike, formal religious provision on active
service was highly valued and drew frequent praise. Michael Snape noted that “the
ministry of front-line chaplains was widely and sincerely admired and not least for its
evident risks. [...] Significantly, overall [Chaplain] losses were proportionate to the
number of fatalities suffered by the British army during the Second World War.”2%®
This primary importance of chaplains in the battlefield was championed by
Montgomery, who appointed Rev Frederick Llewellyn Hughes as his Assistant
Chaplain-General for the Eighth Army. Hughes was clear on the robust link between
Christianity and soldiers, "A soldier who fights for the British way of life serves God

and us, for he protects the freedom of the Church.”3%
Hughes divided the role of the chaplain in a combat zone into seven elements:

1. Eve of battle services

2. Companionship at zero hour
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3. Service during battles

4. Helping soldiers to normalise after battles
5. Burying the dead

6. Memorial services

7. Thanksgiving Services*%!

The evidence from active Christians of chaplains performing these duties in
the field is always in expressed in a favourable manner. Colonel G. Lawton Moss, who
had been brought up in the Church of Ireland, and who had led men for a period of
two-and-a-half years in the North Africa, Sicily and Italy, contributed to a discussion
on the work of padres in The Spectator magazine in 1943. He expressed indignation at

the criticisms mounted against chaplains by a previous correspondent:

Did he never see a padre doing his own work and the work of a doctor in an
advanced dressing station? Did he never see a padre digging a grave with his
own hands? Did he never see a padre who gave eleven services in one day and
then the next day, all on different L.A.A. sites spread over 200 miles of desert?

(The man in question was 61 years old.)3%?

In the navy too, chaplains were to be found in the thick of the action during
engagements. Rev Harold Beardmore’s advice to naval chaplains in action was to
remain on the bridge of the ship, armed with a microphone in order to broadcast a
running commentary down to ratings below decks.3*® However, for some this was too
prescriptive and restricted their flexibility, leading Gordon Taylor to note that, "Gone
were the days when general movement throughout the ship was possible, and the
chaplain, like Scott in Nelson’s Victory, was able to come and go from the blood-

stained cockpit.”3%

Rev Leslie Beckingham, chaplain to the 6™ Airborne Division, gave
communion to his troops “as often as possible.”3% In addition there were more informal

“simple talks about Jesus.”*% However, he found that opportunities for full-scale field
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services were rare, and his pastoral ministry was lived out through “quiet
conversations, offering a prayer and celebrating Holy Communion in small huddled
groups.”*®” Once again, Christianity was being experienced in a very personal and
immediate context, freed from the trappings of a full formal service. Provision of a
Holy Communion on HMS Hawkins prior to sailing to the south coast for D-Day
proved very popular, as, according to Rev David Walters who led the service, "The
Captain and a good number of officers and men attended and some overflowed into
adjoining space. [...] | remember there were one or two Roman Catholics amongst
them.”*® On 3™ June 1944 a service was broadcast around the mess decks. Walters
recalled, "Singing reverberated through the iron bulkheads of the ship and was enough

to make the Devil quake.”3%°

Regularity of church service provision was more difficult to maintain on active
service. However, Sergeant Norman Kirby, an Anglican, noted that, for the men in
Montgomery’s 21t Army Group in Europe in 1944, church parades were encouraged
wherever possible.®° It was Kirby’s job, as a fluent linguist, to liaise with the local
clergy for the use of their church. It did not matter if the church requisitioned was a
Roman Catholic one, "War or no war the Commander-in-Chief insisted on having a
service every Sunday.”®'* However, during a time of extreme stress, when having to
wait for a Motor Unit to come and collect him from the ruins of the Battle of Falaise
Pocket, Kirby contemplated the real meaning of life and death and warfare, "The odd
church parade was no substitute for such an appraisal. It required five hours of solitary
confinement in the company of ten thousand dead men to bring the real message of

war home to me.”3%?

Norman Cotton, a Salvationist from Portsmouth serving with the 12™" Battalion
of the Royal Fusiliers in North Africa, acted as a driver for a Baptist chaplain who
would give three services each Sunday, one for each of the three battalions in the
brigade. Despite later seeing action as a paratrooper in 1944, he recalled, "the best two

and a half years of my service was as a companion to a very fine Christian, the
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padre.”®*® However, Salvationist Ken Tout found that few services were arranged
during his time in Northern Europe in 1944-5. The two he recalled involved singing
from a standard hymn sheet, then being expected to leave as only Anglicans were
permitted to stay for a communion service.*** Ewen Montagu, of the Jewish faith and
newly commissioned into the navy, recalled that, as he was not a Roman Catholic, the
assumption was made that he would attend a Church of England service, including the
recitation of the naval prayer. Montagu considered that “saying that prayer together

was exactly right and a most moving experience.’3%®

John Broom attended a church parade in Egypt, held just before the Second
Battle of EI Alamein, "& listened to an elementary, albeit a sound address, on the Will
of God. The previous Sunday | had listened to a homely talk on the subject of the
woman who touched the hem of our Lord’s garment: & afterwards had attended my
first Army Communion Service, greatly to the enrichment of my soul.”3'® Broom found
that services became less frequent as action approached, “services are few, usually
about one a fortnight, owing to operational reasons.”®!’ These early services were
valued by Broom, although their irregularity was a cause for concern. One Roman
Catholic who set high value on church services was Captain Hugh Dormer, an Irish
Guardsman who had been educated at Ampleforth College. His diary during the
preparations for D-Day recorded an evening mass said in an open field. 318 He recalled
lighted fires “serving as a background for the supreme sacrifice that was being
celebrated in the corner of the field.” The Crucifix on the table threw shadows across
the ground which led Dormer to contemplate the coming sacrifice of the men in his
unit. The greater emphasis placed by the Catholic church on ritual and symbolism

appears to have remained a resilient force for Dormer.

The North African desert was the setting for a series of informal church
services held on Easter Sunday 1943 on the command of Lieutenant-Colonel H.J.A.
Thicknesse. Before the men of the 126 Highland Field Regiment RA went into action,
Thicknesse accompanied his padre on his rounds as the latter held services with small

groups of men wherever possible. At the venue of one of these gatherings, Thicknesse
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“found the place selected was a snug corner amongst sand dunes and cactus hedges,
apparently well-hidden from enemy observation.’**® However, enemy shells started to
land with ever-increasing closeness. Thicknesse and the padre decided that this could
not disrupt the "whole-hearted worship of the risen Lord’, and the latter started the
hymn Jesus lives; no longer now can thy terror, Death, appal us. The shelling
continued, as did the hymn in between shell bursts. Thicknesse considered this deeply
symbolic, not merely the will to continue worshipping, but the challenge of the fear of
death:

“O death where is they sting?” is an easy thing to say on an Easter morning in
peaceful conditions. But when Death answers quickly, “Here is my sting: can
you take it?”” — then that is a clear challenge. “You say your Lord is risen and
has opened the way into everlasting life. You have nothing to fear of the life
after death. Does that entitle you to speak lightly of death?” Well, yes, in theory
perhaps it does. But how much too easy it has been, year after year, to quote
the words of St. Paul [....] whose life of hardship and sacrifice enabled him to
lift up his eyes and look clean over the head of death into the glory that lies

beyond.3%

Wing Commander Randle Mainwaring of the RAF Regiment, an evangelical
Anglican, armed with his collection of hymn sheets for special occasions, conducted
no-sermon services in Burma in the absence of a padre before night patrols went out.
He claimed that the attendance at these voluntary services was nearly 100%.%!
However for some evangelical Christians such services, although highly valued in
themselves, were not of sufficient frequency. On landing in Sicily with the Eighth
Army in September 1943, John Broom detected that the increasingly intermittent
provision of church services for a mobile army was concurrent with a decline in
spirituality, at least for those with a nominal rather than active faith, "Men are not
spiritually conscious and the war has been responsible for the death-blow to whatever
flickerings of God they once possessed. | will have to go 3 miles for this service — so

you can see that the “seeker after holiness” has, perforce, to exert himself.”*??> The

319 Officers’ Christian Union, A Time for War and Peace, (Aldershot: OCU, 1999), p.22

320 |bid, p.22

%21 Randle Mainwaring, The Good Fight: 4 Christian’s Rewards and Rejections (London: Howard
Baker, 1990), p.32

322 John Broom, Letter, 26 November 1943

80



Faith in the Furnace: British Christians in the Armed Services, 1939-45 John Broom

continuing value of the Christian faith to those for whom it was a deeply integral part
of their lives, set against a waning interest for those who did not have such a strong

belief in God, was exemplified by Broom’s observation.
Chaplains and Evangelism

Another aspect of religious provision in the armed services that had the
potential to promote a revival of Christianity following the war was the evangelistic
tone of some chaplains. This remit was a contested aspect of a padre’s work. In primary
research conducted by Alan Robinson in the mid-1990s "Evangelism and conversion
of the soldiers’ was considered very low on a list of eleven priorities for army
chaplains, as perceived by soldiers of all ranks from a range of Christian
backgrounds.®>® However, some chaplains relished the opportunity for the expansion
of Christianity which the war provided. Rev Ronald Selby Wright noted that “never
before has the Church had such an opportunity for expounding and exhorting and
explaining the Christian Faith.’®?* In a similar vein Bishop Chavasse of Rochester,
himself an army chaplain during the First World War, sensed the potential of the
collection of so many young men into military organisations, “The soldiers, sailors and
airmen one meets everywhere challenge us with the opportunity of winning the

manhood of our land for Christ.’3%°

This was not a task that could be overtly undertaken, as most men and women
would resent such evangelical pressure when in compulsory proximity to its advocates.
Lieutenant Clifford Lawson of the 4" County London Yeomanry stated that, *1 do not
think the average soldier would put up with this.’32® Where people’s religious outlook
was enhanced by their contact with chaplains, it was not by direct proselytism. C.C.
Cooper, who later became a Church of England ordinand, was influenced by the
‘proclamation of the Good News and their caring attitude’ of two padres he came
across in the Royal Armoured Corps, but took a dislike to another who, in Cooper’s

estimation, was more interested in being an officer than a Christian minister.3?
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However, when a man was drawn towards conversion, or even moving from a
nominal faith to a more devout and defined set of beliefs, the military chaplain could
assist in this process. Lance Bombardier Edward Porter converted from devout
Methodism, his uncle being a lay preacher, to Roman Catholicism in Italy in 1945328
He took formal individual instruction from Fr McGowan, a Catholic chaplain, meeting
daily for around an hour. McGowan was even able to persuade a senior officer to allow
Porter to continue at the training base for an extra two weeks to complete the course
of instruction. Private William Robertson of the Lancashire Fusiliers began
confirmation classes with his Anglican padre during the French and Belgian campaign
of 1940. However, Robertson reflected that this was more an instructional process than
a genuine sense of conversion and was fuelled by the fear of imminent danger. Shortly
afterwards, “in Belgium in 1940 | was so afraid when Germans attacked and all around
me were killed, and | prayed as Jesus was the only one to turn to and | vowed that
should I survive the war | would serve Jesus to the end.’?° Robertson never failed to
attend church after the war and reflected ‘I was converted in that slit trench, 1940.’
However, it was not until 1943 that he was finally confirmed, having assured the padre

that this was for the right reasons, and not “to please girlfriends.’3*

Resentment could be caused by some Roman Catholic chaplains attempting
deathbed conversions. Captain Austin Muir, a Presbyterian in the RAOC who had
attested as an Anglican “for convenience’, witnessed a Roman Catholic padre, with
whom he had previously shared bottles of whisky, offer to give absolution to a
sergeant-driver who had been seriously wounded in a shell attack, should the driver
make an immediate conversion to Catholicism.**® Muir recalled, with evident
approval, “The driver told him what to do, how to do it, and when, before he died.” Not
all conversions from Anglicanism to Catholicism met with such resistance. Lance-
Corporal Anthony Howard of the Field Service Police, captured at Dunkirk, described
himself as a ‘'middle of the road Anglican’, who was converted to Catholicism aged 28
in 1944 after four years as a prisoner of war.33? This was following attendance at a
daily Mass held by Fr John Berry.
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An occasional tendency towards aggressive conversion was confirmed by a
Mass-Observation report which stated, “At one unit, the chaplain has confirmed over
1,000 men, and of these 900 — he is an Anglo-Catholic — have come to their first
confession.”®® The report went on to claim that army confirmations were “something
of a racket’, with pressure being brought to bear on the unconfirmed, and time off-duty
being allowed to attend classes. The report did concede that the numbers involved did
point to some genuine change of spirit, but that such examples were unusual.®®*
Conversions to the Christian faith which did occur during wartime were not
numerically significant. There was, as Clive Field has demonstrated, little evidence of
a statistical boost in church membership or attendance in the 1950s, and for most men

and women, any evangelising work of chaplains had little enduring effect.3%®

Religious Provision in Prisoner of War Camps

41,300 British troops were captured during the fall of France and Belgium in
1940.3% With them went thirty chaplains, also taken prisoner. This ratio of 1:1376 is
similar to that throughout the rest of the armed services. Further prisoners were taken
by the Germans and Italians during the fall of Greece and throughout the North African
and European campaigns. In the Far East, approximately 50,000 British servicemen
were taken prisoner by the Japanese. They were to receive some measure of religious
provision from fifty-five chaplains of various denominations who were also
captured.®*” Thus, the ration in the Far East camps of 1:900 was lower than throughout

most of the armed services.

Religious provision varied substantially depending on which of the Axis
nations prisoners were captured by. Alan Robinson has noted that "The attitude of
Italian, German and Japanese authorities towards POWSs had a large impact on their
experiences [including the] offering or withholding opportunity for religious
observance.”3*® Article 16 of the Geneva Convention stated that prisoners of war
should be given the freedom to practise their religious beliefs. The Red Cross was

satisfied that most countries abided by this, although Japan often exempted themselves
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from this provision. Church services in captivity provided an element of much-needed
continuity between life before and during incarceration. However, Robinson found
that “very few POW memoirs mention chaplains, so it is difficult to assess the

relationship between chaplains and officers.”3*°

The Japanese authorities were suspicious of chaplains and confiscated many
religious tracts and hymn books. Services were limited, and details had to be passed in
advance to the camp authorities. Whilst the Germans, with their long tradition of a
Christian culture, were more tolerant towards religious activities in camps, the
separation of officers and other ranks into different prisoner of war camps, Oflags and
Stalags, meant that army chaplains were initially separated from the main body of their
men. Rev G.F. Miller, a United Board chaplain captured during the retreat to Dunkirk
in 1940, saw this as a “grievous loss.”>*? Despite this, Miller held a service attended by
around sixty officers, with no hymn books available and just one Bible between them,
"We were impressionable at this time, and the response to this simple service cheered
me much; a fruitful ministry was opening up before me.’*** Of his fellow chaplains,
Miller recalled "Individually they were mostly good fellows, but collectively they were
the most awkward team imaginable.”®*2 After seven months the Germans relented, and

some chaplains were allowed to visit the Stalags to minister to the other ranks.

Rev Arthur Symonds, a United Board chaplain captured by the Italians at the
Fall of Tobruk in July 1942, reported that 95% of officers attended Sunday services at
Camp PG53 in Italy.*** Symonds recalled, "It seemed to me and to others with whom
I spoke that there was a conscious grasp after God and Reality.”®** Symonds’
contribution to men’s morale extended beyond his religious work. Like chaplains
elsewhere, he organised entertainments, lectures, debates, Divine Services and an art
club, as well as producing a hand-written newspaper. Bernard Pawley, a Christian at
this camp, portrayed a positive view of his time there, albeit in a correspondence with
Symonds’ wife which might have been influenced by consideration of her feelings,
"We were a jolly crowd. You’d never believe how much real fun we managed to have

out of it, all continued chaffing and nagging. Six months in the same 2 sg. yds. with
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the same fellows and never a cross word! [...] Arthur was the biggest and best

influence in the room.’3*

The available evidence from those taken by the Germans suggests that
chaplains could evoke both admiration and censure. Rev David Wild, an Anglican
chaplain held in Stalag CCA, recalled, "One well-educated man, a bank employee,
serving as a sergeant in a TA Unit, said to me, “I enjoy the sermon every week, because
I like to hear a serious subject treated seriously. During the rest of the week | hear
nothing in my barrack room except trivial or bawdy comments.”*34¢ Charles Davies, a
prisoner of the Germans, wrote to the Methodist Recorder in 1943 stating that over
time, he had seen men turn to the Bible soon after capture, but as a normal pattern of
life was established, and other reading material became available, they slipped back
into a secular mindset.>*’ However, Davies implied that men of a Nonconformist
background had established their own patterns of worship, taking it in turns to preach
from the Bible. He therefore resented the appearance of army chaplains as they

disturbed these arrangements:

Unfortunately, some of the chaplains who came to us discussed debatable
points in their sermons which shook the faith of many and upset the harmony
of the community for whose spiritual welfare they were responsible. On one
occasion a learned gentleman discussed Darwinism, fossils, legends and parts
of the Bible which he considered should not be taken literally. [...] Again, the
chaplain concerned should have remembered that he had a mixed congregation
of at least 50% Nonconformists, there being no alternative service to his

own.3*

Thus, Davies points towards Christianity being a matter for the individual to
sustain, in concert with like-minded comrades, rather than one that benefitted from the
officially-sanctioned ministrations of a padre. The characteristic of active Christians
preferring self-organised fellowship was reaffirmed in this instance. However, another

individual, a member of the Plymouth Brethren, was able to reconsider his
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fundamentalist beliefs in the light of a camp sermon by Rev David Wild, and

subsequent discussion around a booklet by Congregationalist scholar C.H. Dodd.3*°

Rifleman John Eldridge, an Anglican serving the King’s Royal Rifle Corps,
who was captured in Greece in 1941, bemoaned the initial lack of any religious
provision, beyond the receipt of religious pamphlets and books in Red Cross parcels.
He wrote, "I get very depressed sometimes. [...] | often wish there was a little church
I could go to sometimes.’** This situation had been alleviated by December 1941 as
Eldridge was able to attend a morning service “held by our newly-arrived Padre.’>
Yet, like Charles Davies, Eldridge still felt spiritually constrained by the beliefs
propounded by the chaplain on offer, "The Padre has some rather queer notions of

Christianity which I find hard to understand.’3%?

In addition to the perceived shortcomings of the padre, Eldridge felt "if it
weren’t for one’s comrades, one would go mad.’3>® However, prolonged and proximate
exposure to the habits and foibles of other men would change this perspective. Eldridge
became ‘tired of [the] backstabbing which goes on amongst 23 men. The intrigues
rival those of any European court of the 17" and 18" centuries.’*** Indeed Eldridge
himself admitted to succumbing to such feelings of loathing, describing one man as a
“menace to society.”** This became a persistent theme for Eldridge, with further diary
entries noting the petty jealousies of the men, and his own dislike of his comrades.>*
In part this was due to, rather than despite of his Christian faith, as Eldridge admitted

to becoming “short-tempered at anyone who does not accept Christianity.”%*’

Rev Jock Ellison Platt and Rev Joseph Hobling, respectively the Methodist and
Anglican padres in Colditz, calculated their minimum combined congregation for
services would number six, therefore they united their work. Their first communion
service in December 1940 was attended by seven men in bitterly cold conditions.

However, the importance of this act of collective worship was noted by Platt, ‘But no
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one complained. And my Presbyterian laddies were filled with rich joy. It was the first
act of corporate worship they had taken part in since capture.’**® On Christmas Day
1940 there were three different forms of worship available in the camp, Catholic High
Masses at midnight and 8 a.m., an Anglican Holy Communion at 9.15 a.m. and a "usual

type of nonconformist service with Christmas hymns and sermon’ at 9.45 a.m.%*°

Camp services had an obvious edge which was largely missing from
conventional army church parades. Platt argued, "Worship must have real meaning
before a man will sit in a completely unheated church with the temperature outside
twenty below.’*®® However, by the beginning of 1945, he admitted to finding it hard
to maintain that real meaning in the face of years of physical, mental and moral fatigue,
“Yesterday and today | have been wooing the divine afflatus, but it is a very flat
sermon. What can one preach to men who have been captive for five years and are
cold and hungry?’®! Platt’s answer to his own question was to preach once again
against allowing bitterness to enter the heart, as it would make the heart and mind

miserable and could cause extra pain to his flock.

For those captured by the Germans later in the war, the prisoner experience,
and the religious aspects of it, assumed a more constructive aspect. Arthur Royall, of
the 1% Battalion Glider Borne infantry unit, was captured in the abortive Operation
Market Garden in September 1944. Royall was taken to Oflag 79 near Brunswick and
admitted to the camp’s "Theological Society’ in November. As someone who had
decided to train for post-war ordination, Royall was able to continue those studies
whilst in captivity. Members of the society took part in a daily act of corporate worship
and engaged in a “disciplined life of prayer and Bible readings.”®%? There were also
lectures and tutor groups to help with studies. The difference in tone between Royall’s
experiences, which he termed, "Theology in the Bag’, and those of Platt and Eldridge
are striking, with the former seeing his time in incarceration as a sabbatical to prepare
for his post-war career in the Anglican ministry, whilst the latter two enduring a

morale-sapping half a decade with little spiritual stimulation and development.
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Men captured by the Japanese faced grim conditions; starvation, disease and
death were rife, and the provision of military religion became something around which
many men could find a focus in years of despair. As Midge Gilles argued, "In Far
Eastern PoOW camps religion was put to the test in a way that was missing from Europe.
[...] In the most brutal camps [...] it was easy [for men] to feel they had been
abandoned in a type of hell.”®®® Therefore chaplains would have to answer the most
searching of questions from their men. Sergeant Bill McKenzie of the Manchester
Regiment recalled two chaplains he encountered at Changi camp, Rev Noel
Duckworth and Rev John Foster Haig, as being two examples of "Christianity,
Humanity and Courage.”®** Duckworth would tell stories of impending liberation
drawn from seemingly reliable sources, helping to sustain morale, whilst Haig would
visit the hospital quarters and sing to the patients, accompanied by a makeshift band
consisting of two guitarists. In addition to the pastoral care these men were able to
offer, bringing comfort to the sick and the dying, McKenzie saw them as evidence of
God at work in the world, "I am convinced that they were chosen men, no ordinary

men could have carried on in the manner they did, unless God had been with them.”3%

Captain Andrew Sewell of the Royal Artillery recalled the resentment in
certain quarters of the Roman Catholic padre Fr Kennedy, who would be instrumental
in “death bed conversions of what in many cases were Scots Presbyterians.’3®
However Sewell himself found Kennedy “a valuable and helpful neighbour to me in a
period where we think we all became involved in personal questions about God.’*¢
Therefore Sewell, even though having experienced a traditional Anglican public
school upbringing at Marlborough College, found the personal religious provision of
a chaplain of a different denomination of great importance and comfort whilst a
prisoner of war. Another with a high opinion of Roman Catholic chaplaincy in the Far
East camps was Private John Wyatt, a former postman from Kent, who described the
unusual step the Catholic padre took in giving a general absolution for all Catholics in

the East Surrey Regiment as there was insufficient time to deal with each man
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individually.®®® Whilst at Changi camp, Wyatt attended regular Roman Catholic
services which were held by various padres in a small chapel the men had constructed,
and was particularly comforted by an Easter Sunday communion with wine fermented

from collected berries.3%°

E.W. Swanton, an Anglo-Catholic Major in the Bedfordshire Regiment, did
not hold a high opinion of the Anglican padres in the work camps on the Thai-Burma
railway, "The problem with many of the conventional military padres of these
battalions was that they were middle of the road Anglicans, and they really turned into
officers’ padres, they were not really interested in the men.”3’° However for William
Allchin, a lapsed Anglican, one church service whilst a prisoner of war in Singapore
was a life-changing experience. He heard prayers for the enemy during a homily on
the Sermon on the Mount, “it had a compelling power for me and though | was brought
up in the church I felt a Christian in a new way.’*’* The message of turning the other
cheek, loving your enemy and praying for those who persecute you struck a chord with
Allchin. He began to learn Japanese and was able to intervene in subsequent
misunderstandings between guards and prisoners to avert unnecessary interrogations
and torture. 372 Stanley Dawson, writing soon after his release in 1946, highly valued
the work of Anglican chaplain Rev Eric Cordingly, who “carried out his ministrations
in that spirit so that his church was filled to overflowing for every voluntary service
even during the week and many men either returned to religion or discovered its

comfort for the first time in that church.’®"3
Conclusion

It is reasonable to suggest that Richard Holmes’ contention that “Soldiers have
tended to judge religion by the quality of its advocates’ was as true of self-defining
Christians as for the generality of people across the services.3’* Active Christians could
consider those advocates both too evangelistic and too timid in their proclamation of

the gospel; at the same time too associated with the army machine and too over-
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familiar with the men; too bound up with providing unwanted parades on home bases
whilst services on active service were greatly appreciated. The robust seam of
religiosity in pre-war Britain was reflected in the military religious provision of 1939-
45. Whilst chaplains found themselves criticised and often derided when out of a war
zone, when danger beckoned, or when years of incarceration had to be endured, their
work gave men spiritual comfort and succour in times of great stress, as these
situations perhaps not only drew the best out of the fighting men, but of their

accompanying chaplains also.

All branches of the armed services made strenuous efforts to support religious
provision for their new recruits. This was evident both numerically, in the attempts to
provide effective ratios of chaplains to service personnel, and qualitatively in the
wartime adaptations made to the ways in which chaplains and their flock could
interact. The development of padre’s hours frequently gave religion a more congenial
aspect. Chaplains were seen by senior commanders and politicians as crucial agents in
the development and maintenance of morale throughout the services, and often went
to great lengths to provide face-to-face contact with those scattered over wide areas.

However, for many active Christians, this provision often lacked a clear
spiritual focus, with much of the work of chaplains falling in between the rigid
formality of a church parade, which had to cater for the complete spectrum of religious
beliefs, and the informality of the social roles chaplains were often asked to undertake.
Despite this, in combat zones, men of devout faith found chaplains’ work to be of
immense spiritual value, whilst frequently complaining about the minimal provision
that was available due to circumstances. Despite not relying on military chaplains for
sustenance and development of personal faith, nevertheless active Christians found
reassurance in the high-profile religious presence in many battalions, vessels and
squadrons. Men and women sought to supplement this provision with their own
privately-organised prayer and Bible study groups, their own unofficial alternatives to

the padre’s hour.

The consistent profile of Christianity throughout all branches of the armed
services would indicate the continuing importance of religion during the war. Despite
the criticisms levelled at the compulsory church parade, it kept religion on the military
agenda and therefore the period of the ‘long 1950s” was one which was not preceded

by a spiritual breakdown within the armed services. Both official and unofficial
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religious provision reaffirmed the faith of those who already possessed it, and
frequently strengthened that of those for whom it had previously been nominal, a

theme considered in chapter seven.
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Chapter Three — Manifestations of Religious Faith
Introduction

The previous chapter established the importance of both formal and informal
religious provision across the armed services in supporting the resilience of Christian
faith among active Christians. Christian service personnel also displayed a continuing
recourse to a set of contemporary religious tropes; an increasingly ecumenical
atmosphere between the Protestant churches, the reliance on knowledge of the Bible
and hymnody as expressions of faith, and the regularity and consistency of prayer as a
means of remaining close to God. These aspects of faith assumed a greater importance
as the war continued, whilst the regularity of Sabbath Observance greatly diminished
for those on overseas service. Persistent evidence of expressions of Christian culture
and practice from believers in the forces provides further justification for the case that
the war did not see any weakening of faith, but that the challenges involved in
maintaining Christian observance meant that, for many, faith was strengthened.
Furthermore, being in close and prolonged contact with colleagues who did not always
share their attitudes to sexual morality and popular entertainment, Christians often
emerged from the war with greater tolerance of the personal morals and tastes of others

who had proved themselves to be brave and noble comrades.
Ecumenism

During the 1930s, efforts had been made by many leading churchmen to find
areas of common ground. Adrian Hastings claimed that “one of the most creative and
decisively important developments was going on in the new intermediate area of the
ecumenical movement.”3”® Increasing unity was a theme within, as well as across,
denominations, with the formation of the Methodist Union in 1932 bringing together
most of the disparate Methodist sects into one organisation. The Oxford Conference
of Life and Work held in July 1937 forgathered representatives from many Protestant
churches around Europe. From this the World Council of Churches was formed, with
William Temple as a chief architect. In 1940 the Church Assembly, the governing
body of the Church of England, passed a resolution welcoming the establishment of

the World Council, and in 1942 a British Council of Churches was formed.

375 Hastings, History of British Christianity, p.302
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Increasing co-operation between Protestant Churches continued into the 1940s.
Temple’s appointment as Archbishop of Canterbury in 1942 reaffirmed this unifying
tendency and was welcomed by many Free Church leaders, partly due to his views on
social issues, and his previous ecumenical work in the 1930s. The contemporaneous
appointment of Cyril Garbett as Archbishop of York cemented this shift and meant
that the highest offices in the Church of England were held by men with politically
similar views to those held by many Nonconformists of the Christian socialist
tradition. W. Thompson Elliott, Canon of Westminster Abbey, expressed a hope that
the war would not be detrimental to increasing understanding between Churches across
the world, "However unhappily the Church may be divided there is an essential one-
ness among all who believe and call themselves Christians, and this one-ness is not

destroyed by war, however deeply war wounds it.”3"

Denominational niceties were becoming less distinct for those growing up in
the 1930s. Council schools, which by 1938 were educating 70% of children in England
and Wales, were prohibited from teaching any particular denominational catechism,
with a more generalised emphasis on Bible stories, prayers and hymnody.*’’ This more
homogenised Christianity ran alongside a continuation of denominational distinctions
between the Protestant Churches. Matthew Grimley identified a decline in conflict
between the Anglican and Free Churches between the wars, but "A sense of a common
English Protestantism emerged that did not erase denominational distinctions but,

rather, was superimposed upon them.*%"®

This reduction in friction between Protestant denominations meant, as Alan
Robinson identified, “heightened ecumenical sympathies from many army
chaplains.”®”® For some in the armed forces, faith was enhanced due to the
opportunities to move beyond the denominational boundaries within which they had
been previously constrained. C.S. Lewis, who had moved from a position of atheism
to a High Church Anglicanism in 1931, emphasised the point that denominational
differences were frequently of little interest to ordinary Christians:

376 Elliott, Spiritual Issues of the War, p.32

377 3. Murphy, Church State and Schools in Britain, 1800-1970 (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1971), p.125

378 Grimley, “Religion of Englishness’, p.891

379 Robinson, Chaplains at War, p.187

93



Faith in the Furnace: British Christians in the Armed Services, 1939-45 John Broom

[T]he questions that divide Christians from one another often involve points of
high Theology or even of ecclesiastical history, which ought never to be treated
except by real experts [...] the discussion of these disputed points has no
tendency at all to bring an outsider into the Christian fold.38°

The war years also witnessed a significant change in the character of the BBC’s
religious output, as Hannah Elias recently demonstrated. The corporation perpetuated
“a non-denominational Christianity that could be used and accessed at the listener’s
convenience [...] a unique religious culture.”*®* Due to technological limitations
causing a restricted amount of broadcast time, the BBC had to develop "an ecumenical
presentation and celebration of the Christian faith on the airwaves, which allowed an
unprecedented expansion in the practice of a non-denominational brand of

Christianity.”382

Ecumenism in British Christianity during the 1930s and 40s was an issue not
just for those at the summit of church hierarchies, “one in the collective consciousness
of a small but sufficient Christian elite’, but also one which found resonance in the
wartime experience of many active Christians, who were removed from the milieu of
their home denominational congregations for many years.%®3 They would share
training, home service and service overseas with men and women with a broad range
of Christian beliefs and denominational ties. It was rare to find any great friction
between people from different Protestant denominations or even between individual
Protestants and Roman Catholics. However, whilst the last two groups became more
understanding of each other’s faiths, there remained an unwillingness in most instances

to share worship, prayer or other devotional practices.

Increasing harmony between members of different Protestant Churches meant
United Board chaplains officiating over an Anglican form of religious service
encouraged by the RAChD.%®* They also participated in Anglican courses of
instruction, whereas the Roman Catholic church refused to allow its chaplains to attend
a training course in Chester, established at the behest of Bishop Haigh of Coventry and

Archbishop Lang in 1940. This was despite the course including practical military
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skills such as map reading, knowledge of military law and etiquette, and anti-gas
training. United Board chaplains found the training was “greatly enriched by the
spiritual ideals of their work set before them, by the intensity of the devotional life,
and by the spirit of real Christian fellowship among men of all Denominations.”3%
Following this interdenominational Protestant training, Allison concluded that United
Board chaplains ‘adopted more Anglican patterns of chaplaincy role and practice.’33®
Despite this apparent harmonisation of Protestant denominations within the military
context, complaints were raised with the Bishop of Chester about Free Churchmen
serving communion to Anglicans.®’ These complaints were passed to Lang, who in
turn referred them to the Chaplain-General, Rev C. Douglas Symons, resulting in a

threat to close the school unless intercommunion ended.

Whilst the school combined training for Anglican and Free Church chaplains,
no such institution was established to train Roman Catholic clergy for army chaplaincy
work, leading to accusations of Catholic exceptionalism. Canon H.A. King, a member
of the Lower House of the Anglican Convocation, proposed that “the proper steps be
taken to secure for the Army Chaplains of the Church of England the same privileges
as are given to the Roman Catholic Chaplains.”*® Whilst the latter operated entirely
independently of other denominations, the amalgamation of Anglican and Free Church
chaplains within the RAChD meant some of the former coming under the direct
supervision of some of the latter. Concern was also expressed at the possibility of
losing some potential Anglican clergy to the Free Churches. Rev Frank Woods, an
Anglican chaplain, wrote to his father, the Bishop of Lichfield, claiming, “we shall
lose yet more men from the C of E to the Free Churches.”3° In fact these fears proved
ill-founded, as by the end of the war four United Board chaplains, including the Rev
B Vaughan Parry, a Baptist minister, had transferred to the Church of England, giving
further proof of the underlying vulnerability of the Free Churches within a developing
ecumenical narrative. Parry resigned from the RAChD in September 1941 giving his

reason “on change of religion” and rejoined in January 1944 as an Anglican chaplain.3%
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According to Robinson, "The Church of England offered nonconformists a more robust

set of beliefs and more satisfying liturgical patterns.’3%

It was not only Anglicans who found grounds for complaint in the ecumenical
compromises that the war demanded. The Baptist and Congregationalist Churches
expressed concern that many men were being registered upon attestation as Church of
England, as the NCOs charged with the task were unclear on the denominational
distinctions.3%2 Therefore, they claimed, the official figures indicated a relatively lower
proportion of Nonconformists registering in the British Army compared to numbers in
civilian life. John Broom had attended a Baptist Church through much of his youth,
before his family switched to an independent Railway Mission. However, his army
attestation form claimed him as an Anglican.3®® Many men were not aware of the
existence of the United Board and may have assumed that the simple choice was
between Protestant and Roman Catholic, with many who attested as the former being
placed under the general umbrella of the Church of England by the registering
sergeant.

Away from the political and organisational arguments in the higher echelons
of the chaplaincy service, many chaplains prioritised the provision of an effective
service, rather than the reinforcement of denominational boundaries. Rev George Fox,
an Anglican Chaplain, and Rev O.D. Wiles, a United Board Chaplain who was also
Deputy Assistant Chaplain General, provided an example of ecumenical co-operation.
Fox wrote that Wiles was "a charming fellow, a Non-Conformist by churchmanship,
but very sincere.”3% The pair organised a Motor Church in North Africa, travelling
jointly to meet troops for services then alternating sermons. Rev G.F. Miller, a Baptist
chaplain who had been taken prisoner of war in France in 1940, worked with other
chaplains to alternate Roman Catholic, Anglican and Free Church services as their

German captors only allowed two to take place each week.3%

Not all Anglican and Nonconformist chaplains enjoyed a smooth relationship.
The Methodist Rev Platt, the Anglican Rev Hobling and the Catholic Fr Heard were

able to co-operate on alternating religious services in Colditz. Nevertheless, Platt
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expressed frustration at the rigidity of the Anglican form of service he was frequently

compelled to officiate over:

I am at a loss to understand how the Church of England makes the celebration
of Holy Communion foot the bill for almost any and every religious festival.
A week ago, when we discussed the Christmas services, both Heard and
Hobling were agreed that Holy Communion was the only suitable celebration.
I contended, if not for something else, at least for something more. They were
adamant, and so was I. So our union went by default today.>%

Difficulties in ecumenical co-operation at an organisational level were also in
evidence in the navy, with Adam McKinlay, Labour MP for Dunbartonshire, raising a
concern in the House of Commons in late 1943 regarding a ban on Church of Scotland
chaplains being able to serve on sea-going vessels.**” From 17" November of that year
the practice was amended, and United Board chaplains were able to be the sole
religious representative on ships. This led Allison to assert that "The RN, traditionally
the preserve of the Church of England, had begun to develop ecumenically through the
war years’, with Free Church chaplains able to conduct daily morning prayers and
serve on sea-going ships.’3*® Gordon Taylor agreed that ecumenism became a growing
feature of religious life in the navy, "Perhaps the need for Christian Unity is most
sharply focused in a naval situation such as is revealed in the wartime navy lists, when
death in action was a possibility at any time for the chaplains and those to whom they
ministered.”*®® One humorous example of the co-operation between all Christian
denominations was in the invitation issued for a joint party in Naples organised by Rev
W.J. Lewis (Anglican), Rev Peter McCall (Church of Scotland) and Fr Walter Meyjes
(Roman Catholic), signed by “The Bishop, the Cardinal and the Moderator.”*®

The appointment of twelve female chaplains’ assistants in June 1942, to serve
under chaplains and support their work within the ATS, was an issue which caused
further disruption in relationships between the Protestant Churches. The Methodist
Church had been opposed to the idea and grudgingly provided four of the eventual
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thirty assistants to be appointed by the end of the war.*® Of particular contention was
the administration of the sacrament. As assistants in most churches were not ordained,
this was not an issue, however Baptists could administer communion in their chapels.
Due to the ongoing resistance within much of the Church of England to the promotion
of women into positions of leadership, many Anglican chaplains’ assistants received a
warmer welcome from Nonconformist representatives than from their own
denomination. Particular animosity came from Roman Catholic chaplains. Lady
Easthaugh, one of the first assistants, recalled that one Catholic chaplain told ATS
Catholics they should avoid her as a ‘very dangerous woman.’4%? In 1945 Viscount
Stansgate, Secretary of State for Air, authorised the appointment of Congregationalist
Elsie Chamberlain as the first fully-fledged female chaplain in the RAF. This led to
further ill-feeling from the Church of England, with Archbishop Fisher of Canterbury,
writing to Stansgate demanding to know what steps would be taken to prevent

Anglicans from receiving the sacraments or taking orders from her. 4%

Despite disagreements at organisational level regarding the relationships
between, and responsibilities of, chaplains of different denominations, active
Christians in the armed services did not seek to transpose factional differences from
their home background into their relationships with other Christians. Whilst stationed
at an RAMC training depot in Leeds between March and December 1940, John Broom
attended services held by an array of denominations; Church of England, Methodist,
Plymouth Brethren and Congregationalist.*®* Often his choice was guided by such
mundane factors as the amount of spare time at his disposal and his disposition to
travel, frequently choosing the local Anglican church in Headingley as it was within
walking distance of the camp. During his short stay in Whitby, a much smaller town,
the only church which he attended, apart from compulsory church parades in the local
Anglican parish church, was the Methodist Wesley Hall. For Broom, it was not the
denominational label that mattered, but the desire to "go where the pure gospel is
faithfully preached.”*%®
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Notwithstanding this willingness to worship at a widely ecumenical range of
churches, Broom still displayed a Nonconformist tendency to prefer low-church
Anglican or Free Church forms of service. On 6" October 1940 he attended St. Chad’s
Parish Church, Headingley in the morning and Oxford Place Methodist Church in the
centre of Leeds in the evening. At the latter venue there was a congregation of over
500 people which evoked his admiration, "This is a real live place & the class of people
there is much higher.”*% Broom also approved of the type of Anglicanism available at
St. Chad’s, ‘low church, no incense, bell ringing or tomfoolery whatever.’*’ In
contrast he referred to the high churchmanship of another priest with praise mingled
with censure, "He’s a very good moral chap with deep religious convictions, but he is

frightfully high church as you can well guess.*4%®

Dick Stokes, a Salvationist from the West Midlands, a flying instructor at the
RAF’s 68 Air School in South Africa, was another Nonconformist who felt
comfortable worshipping at churches of different denominations. Walking the streets

of Pretoria one evening with a comrade, the pair came across a Baptist open-air service:

[F]ollowed them to their church and enjoyed the fellowship given. Ron was
Church of England; 1 was SA, so we plumped for the Baptist church. The young
folk had accepted us into their fellowship and we were taken out for supper

most Sunday nights.4%°

Christians found themselves in an environment where it was more important
to nurture the faith that held them together, rather than the doctrinal differences which
divided them. W. Thompson Elliot had identified an increase in small group meetings
of those of varied Protestant persuasions as a fruitful method of fellowship for those
in the armed forces, an “experiment on inter-denominational lines [...] for it is through
diversity of minds, actuated by a common desire, that the truth may most surely be

brought home to us.’41

Eric Lomax, a Scottish Strict Baptist, was drawn towards fellow Christians of

varied denominations whilst a prisoner of war of the Japanese, the necessity of finding
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a spirit to aid survival transcending what had become petty denominational

differences:

We could not talk about many intimate things together, but we could talk about
religion, even though most of my fellow prisoners were members of the Church
of England and | was a member of a Baptist sect. | recall exchanges of
passionate letters between young men in the camp exhorting us all to greater
spiritual effort. It was a way of encouraging the best in our humanity, and it

helped us to survive.*

Albert Parker, a Signaller with the Royal Ulster Rifles who served in Northern
Europe in 1944-5, recalled being “stuck in a rut” with his Christianity as an 18-year-
old recruit, having been brought up in a conventional Anglican setting with the ability
to recall by rote the orders of service, but having little appreciation of their deeper
meaning.*'? Parker’s army experiences brought him into contact with ‘all different
sorts of people of different faiths and different beliefs, and communists who didn’t
believe in Christianity at all. It sort of challenged me and made me think.”**® Parker
took part in lengthy discussions with people subscribing to these different beliefs in a
bar in Liibeck in the months following VE Day. These discussions led him to be more
open to different points of view, helping his eventual transfer to the Methodist Church

on his marriage in 1948.

Clive Cooper, an Anglican who became an ordained priest after the war,
frequented canteens run by the Salvation Army, Church Army and Church of Scotland,
and attended services held by men of other denominations.*'* Captain Austin Muir of
the RAOC became generally more conscious of the spectrum of religious faith as a
result of the war, and transferred his allegiance from the Presbyterian Church of
Scotland to the Church of England in 1946 to align with his wife’s denomination.*'®
The distinction between Presbyterianism and Anglicanism was blurred for Rev Lovell
Pocock, an Anglican naval chaplain. Whilst serving as a locum chaplain on SS
Staffordshire, he was billeted with a rating who had never shared a cabin with a

chaplain before, "Although a strict Presbyterian from Shetland, he would do all he
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could to help me with the Church Services and Church affairs.’#'® Pocock appointed

the man to be his unofficial churchwarden.

Dudley Cave, a Driver with the RAOC who worked on the "Death Railway’,
recalled that 'Being a POW gives one time to think and the real possibility of early
death does incline the mind to think of matters usually left to old age.'**” Cave had
been confirmed as an Anglican and had been "a member of a Crusaders Bible class,
although I never bought their evangelical brand of Christianity.'*'8 However, he grew
dissatisfied with the army treating churchgoing as a parade, so became a Methodist,
but usually worshipped with Congregationalists in Changi, despite subsequently
attending Anglican confirmation classes in camp in later 1944 'to find out what | was
supposed to believe.’**® These classes led him to entertain Unitarian beliefs but he
continued to worship at Anglican and Free Churches during the rest incarceration. On
his return to London after demobilisation, Cave was appointed lay assistant to a

Unitarian Church minister.

If Protestants found it acceptable and often desirable to slip between
denominational boundaries by attending services at different churches, or by sharing
informal fellowship, war brought little harmony of religious experience between
Protestants and Roman Catholics in the armed services. Prior to the Second World War
the Roman Catholic religion had largely stood apart from the mainstream of British
public life. Roman Catholicism had not been appropriated to form an element of state-
sponsored national character. However, as Matthew Grimley has argued, unlike in

previous centuries, national identity was not defined in opposition to the faith.42

This greater degree of acceptance of Roman Catholic voices occurred despite
difficulties the Church had found in reaching a common consensus about Franco’s
seizure of power in Spain. Archbishop Hinsley of Westminster had declared himself
staunchly in favour of the British policy of non-intervention, despite hoping that

Franco would be victorious, whilst simultaneiously managing to dissociate himself
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from the views of the British Union of Fascists.*?* The positioning of the Roman
Catholic Church as being sympathetic to a fascist coup had been reinforced by the
acclamation in the mainstream Catholic press of General Franco as a Christian hero
when he seized power in 1936, with the assistance of military support from the Nazi
state. However, as demonstrated by James Flint, this praise was by no means universal
across British Catholics, with Blackfriars, the monthly journal of the Dominican
Order, arguing for a more nuanced response.*?? Therefore when the Second World War
broke out, Hinsley was keen that British Roman Catholics should be seen to be solidly
behind the national war effort. In his Sword of the Spirit broadcast in December 1939,
he made reference to “our civilisation [...] nourished and made by our Christian
faith.”4%® The resultant Sword of the Spirit group, established in August 1940, was
necessary to offset the propaganda that Hinsley feared would be unleashed against
British Catholics if they were not seen to be in accord with the Protestant
denominations in supporting the war. Two meetings were held in London in May 1941,
one addressed by Hinsley and the other by Cosmo Lang and leading Free Churchmen,
which the Church Times described as "a remarkable demonstration of a united
Christian front, leading Churchmen and Nonconformists sitting at the same platform

with Jesuit Fathers and a Cardinal in all the glory of his crimson.”#?4

Hinsley, Lang, Temple and W.H. Armstrong, the Moderator of the English
Free Churches, were joint signatories to a letter to The Times urging Commonwealth
governments to adopt Pope Pius XII’s Ten Peace Points.*?> However this was to prove
the apogee of Protestant-Roman Catholic relations. Hinsley had failed to convince
many of his own colleagues of the desirability of such close co-operation. Archbishop
McGrath of Cardiff banned the Sword from operating in his diocese, with opposition
also being expressed by the Bishops of Shrewsbury, Hexham and Newcastle, and
Clifton, among others.*?® In addition, many leading Protestants, including George Bell,

remained sceptical over the true depth of such ecumenical manoeuvres. The Vatican
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reprimanded Hinsley and ordered The Sword of the Spirit to be split into distinctive
Catholic and Protestant strands later in 1941, with the latter being renamed Religion
and Life.

The Church Times also railed against the Sword, castigating it as a weapon for
“exclusively Roman Catholic piety and propaganda.’*?’ Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet
Union in 1941, and that empire’s resultant incorporation into the Allies, provided a
further disconnect between the British war effort and Catholic propaganda, with
George Orwell noting of the bulk of domestic Catholic hierarchy and intelligentsia,
“Their hatred of Russia is really venomous, enough even to disgust an anti-Stalinist
like myself.”*?® However, as Philip Williamson argued, Hinsley’s actions had meant
that the Roman Catholic Church on the British mainland "was admitted into the
religious conception of the British nation” and this sometimes transmitted itself into
co-operation between Catholics and Protestants in the armed forces.’*?® The
communication channels had been opened at the highest levels and opened the way for

a greater degree of mutual understanding than had previously existed.

Williamson’s contention is borne out by the testimony of active Christians in
the armed forces. As a boy Ken Tout had been warned by his mother not to walk on
the pavement outside the Roman Catholic church in Hereford, for fear of coming under
the influence of the priest. However, he recalled that, in battle, denominational labels
mattered little, and men of all faiths drew closer in the war.*®® Lance-Corporal Vernon
Parry of the Royal Engineers, who had attended a Welsh Independent chapel regularly
before the war, and who served with the Royal Engineers from 1944 to 1947, showed
no such distrust of Catholic places of worship and forms of service. He visited Bayeux
Cathedral in 1944 and admired its ‘magnificent decoration.’*®* Before his
demobilisation in 1947, Parry also visited the Vatican during a short leave break in
Rome and found himself invited by a group of American soldiers to join them for an

audience with Pope Pius XII, for which he stood in the front row. So as not to cause
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offence and to be able to follow the actions of others during the audience, Parry

purchased some rosary beads.

Alec Guinness, who received a Royal Navy commission in 1942, vacillated
between High Anglicanism and Roman Catholicism throughout the war. He wrote in
metaphorical terms of being in the "'wrong camp’ and "not sure to which Regiment I
belong.’**? Guinness thought he ought to belong to the ‘crack’ Roman regiment, but
could not quite manage the standards needed to be a member, whilst the other Anglican
one, “although full of wise and good nice and friendly men — well, it’s a bit of a
rabble.’**® In addition, he contrasted the corruption of the Roman Catholic Church, to
the reliability of Anglican Church, the former being "'more fun, but not such good
sense.”** Like Parry, Guinness was another who enjoyed an audience with the Pope
and was 'bowled over by his gentleness and charm’, considering the pontiff to have a
saintly demeanour.*® Even John Broom, from an evangelical Railway Mission
background which distrusted any overt displays of High Anglicanism, much less
Roman Catholic ritualism, spent time in 1943 with his battalion’s Roman Catholic
padre whilst learning Italian and noted approvingly that the latter "does not parade his

religion.”436

Nevertheless, these harmonious relationships between Protestants and Roman
Catholics were by no means universal. For example, Sergeant Edward Sinclair, an
Anglican serving with the 149" Field Ambulance recalled how “a very courageous
Padre’, the Roman Catholic Fr Nesbitt, would refuse to conduct burial services in
Normandy for Protestants, the job falling, in the absence of any other chaplain, to the
Regimental Sergeant Major. This policy had an ‘unfortunate effect [...] on those of
more liberal Christian beliefs.”**" Ironically Fr Nesbitt was killed whilst erecting

crosses to soldiers who had been hastily buried where they had fallen.

Captain Andrew Sewell, a Presbyterian, who was a prisoner of war of the

Japanese, reflected that his faith widened by his experiences and exposure to a wider
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circle of influences. One of these influences was a Roman Catholic, Padre Kennedy,
whom Sewell found “a valuable and helpful neighbour.’4*® James Driscoll, although
an evangelical Anglican who in later life became a lay preacher in the United
Reformed Church, noted with approval the devout Catholicism on display in the Dutch
town of Weert, with the majority of the population attending Sunday Mass and
avoiding “idle pleasure and unnecessary work.”**® Driscoll also formed a favourable
impression of Catholicism during a stay in an convent, leaving the institution loaded
with food and blessed by the prayers of the nuns, "Well whatever we may think of the
Roman religion these women were sincere and one of them was actually crying

because we were going and every man jack of us was sorry to leave.”#4

However, many Protestants took a more nuanced view of the Roman Catholic
Church. Lavinia Holland-Hibbert, the daughter of a staunchly Anglican churchwarden,
attended a Mass at the Duomo in Naples in 1944 whilst serving as a staff officer in the
ATS with the 15" Army Group. Whilst expressing disapproval that she had to pay for
her chair, she was impressed by the devotion of the worshippers and the way in which
faith was passed down to children at an early age.**! Later the same year, she observed
an audience with the Pope. Whilst being impressed by the manner in which he
addressed his audience, Holland-Hibbert felt that he displayed an underlying tolerance

of the Axis Powers:

I couldn't help remembering the things he had said or rather not said in the

past. His first greeting to us in Rome was just a thanksgiving, that, thanks to
the discipline and goodwill of both sides, Rome should have been spared the
horrors of war. Twice he emphasised "the both sides", in no way a welcome

to us.*42

Therefore, the ecumenical efforts which had been made by Protestant Church
leaders during the 1930s were strengthened by the enforced comradeship between men
and women of different Protestant denominations during the war. This unity would
find greater resonance in the interdenominational evangelical missions of the 1950s.

Wh