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At the Intersection: The Conflicting Position  
of the Army Chaplain in World War One

Jane Mattisson

Abstract

Their conflicting roles as officers and upholders of the faith made army chaplains particularly 
vulnerable. They are one of the most difficult but also most revealing groups to analyse within the 
army of World War One. By focusing on Anne Perry’s quintet on World War One, this article dem-
onstrates that fiction has a special ability to illustrate the complexity and vulnerability of the army 
chaplain’s position as it reveals a multi-faceted and deeply felt reality which is both more personal 
and intense than that provided by documentary accounts insisting on factuality. 
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As officers and upholders of the faith, army chaplains experienced World War One from 
a variety of perspectives. They were caught at the intersection where the interests of the 
Church and the Army conflicted. “Tied to the command by both rank and conviction” 
(Perry, At Some Disputed Barricade 3), their multiple identities and vulnerable position 
make them one of the most difficult but also most revealing groups to analyse within the 
army of World War One. The chaplain must constantly negotiate a compromise between 
his spiritual and military duties as he offered a message of love, peace and forgiveness 
in a world where one was expected to kill or be killed. Fiction has a special ability to 
illustrate the complexity and vulnerability of the chaplain’s position in time of war. The 
reader becomes an eye-witness to a multi-faceted and deeply felt reality which is more 
personal and intense than that provided by documentary accounts insisting on factuality  
(Cobley 12). 

This article focuses on the representation of army chaplains in Anne Perry’s recently 
published quintet on World War One. I demonstrate that Perry’s novels are history as fic-
tion as opposed to history and fiction.1 The army chaplain is largely ignored in memoirs 
and popular histories; on the rare occasions he is mentioned, it is usually in dismissive 
or derogatory terms (Moynihan 12). The same holds true for fictional representations of 
World-War-One chaplains. Anne Perry’s quintet constitutes an important exception. Each 
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of the five novels, No Graves As Yet (2003), Shoulder the Sky (2004), Angels in the Gloom 
(2005), At Some Disputed Barricade (2006), and We Shall Not Sleep (2007) covers one 
year of the war. At the outbreak of war, the protagonist, Joseph Reavley, is a doctor of the-
ology and lecturer of Greek and Hebrew at St John’s College, Cambridge. He serves as an 
Anglican chaplain at the western front from 1915 to the signing of the armistice in 1918. 
The novels, based on historical research and the author’s conversations with her maternal 
grandfather, Captain Joseph Reavley, offer rare opportunities to follow the life, thoughts 
and compromises of a chaplain from enlistment to demobbing. Joseph Reavley engages 
the interest and sympathy of the reader from the very beginning. His story is both universal 
and deeply personal. 

The number of chaplains of all denominations serving in the Allied forces increased 
by 400 percent during the war, from 113 in 1914 to 3,480 in 1918 (Marrin 206). Reav-
ley is neither more noble nor talented than many of his historical counterparts. He does, 
however, exhibit greater endurance by deciding to remain at the front for the duration of 
the war.2 Like a number of chaplains, he is awarded the Military Cross for rescuing the 
wounded from No Man’s Land. For Reavley, this award is of little significance in compari-
son with his Christian duty of saving life. He is not interested in military honour. Although 
he accepts his official military responsibility to maintain morale among the troops, he 
prioritises his Christian mission to comfort his men.

The reader understands from the very first novel that Joseph Reavley is fully aware of 
the conflicting nature of his military and ecclesiastical duties. What the narrator describes 
as the fickle nature of mankind complicates his position. Reavley cannot trust his fel-
low soldiers, officers and privates alike. The narrator of No Graves as Yet explains, for 
example, that “[d]ealing with man it is wise not to leap where you cannot see. Dealing 
with God,” on the other hand, “is the final step without which the journey has no purpose” 
(Perry 189). Reavley, as an upholder of the faith, recognises that being seen to trust in God 
is an important part of his task at the front. This is, however, an increasingly difficult mis-
sion as he faces destruction and bloodshed on a scale hitherto unseen. 

In addition, the church which Reavley represents in Cambridge and at the front was 
in poor shape at the beginning of the twentieth century. From the mid-nineteenth century, 
the Church of England had been losing its hold over all social classes and was particularly 
affected by the national decline in church attendance.3 Soldiers who enlisted in Britain’s 
army complained of the lack of fellowship, pew rents, and a socially exclusive priest-
hood which was seen as the enemy of labour and the friend of nobles and capitalists.4 
The working man was largely oblivious to the consolations of religion. Where religion 
was deemed important, he favoured the Roman Catholics or sectarian bodies such as the 
Primitive Methodists, Baptists and Salvationists (Marrin 29). Charles Booth’s5 verdict was 
irrefutable: “the great mass of the people remain apart from all forms of religious com-
munion, apparently untouched by the Gospel” (qtd. in Marrin 28). Instead, the lay doctrine 
of progress predominated. Utility, success, decorum, diligence, perseverance, moral com-
mitment and the veneration of socially motivated effort and service were at the centre of 
Britain’s achievement in the world and were the core of her conduct of the war (Eksteins 
185). The challenge for chaplains was to bridge the gulf between the religion of Christ and 
the doctrine of progress.6 This task was made particularly difficult as chaplains were sep-
arated from other members of the army by two apparently insurmountable obstacles: lack 
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of understanding of and/or sympathy with the Christian message, and class allegiance. The 
former applies to both officers and private soldiers; the latter, to privates only. Both divi-
sions cause Reavley considerable anguish.

Many private soldiers regarded Anglican clergy as ‘starchy’, out of touch with real 
life and the mouthpieces of Conservative views and traditions. They were nonetheless 
familiar with Christian values and Protestant theology having attended Sunday school or 
read John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. Indeed, according to the World-War-One cultural 
historian, Paul Fussell, “it was the one book everybody knew” (137–8). While the waste, 
horror, loss and fear that Christian encounters on his journey to the Celestial City provided  
World-War-One soldiers with images with which to describe the indescribable (Fussell 
139), they did not offer an explanation for the suffering witnessed and experienced at the 
front. Time and time again, Reavley finds himself unable to offer any explanation (At Some 
Disputed Barricade 106) because at best, sacrifice in the service of military victory makes 
no sense; at worst, it contradicts the Christian message of love for one’s fellow man.

Working-class suspicions of the church and its representatives were shared by many 
officers. The upper class had been the mainstay of the Church of England. Like the working 
class, their religious zeal had been on the decline since the mid-nineteenth century. Tradi-
tionally, it was the upper class who took Orders in the Anglican Church. By the beginning 
of the twentieth century, however, there was a proliferation of professions within teach-
ing, commerce and the Empire; it was no longer necessary for the sons of gentlemen to 
choose the Church as a profession. And a career in the church was not as lucrative as it had 
once been.7 A division had arisen between the upper class and the Anglican Church which 
proved to be irreparable. 

The second obstacle between officers and men mentioned earlier in relation to the con-
dition of the Church of England, i.e. social class, was no less problematical for the army 
chaplain. Joseph Reavley is the son of a gentleman and a Member of Parliament. At the 
beginning of Perry’s quintet, he is a teacher at one of Britain’s most exclusive universi-
ties. His students belong to the upper class.  Like so many Anglican clergymen in real life, 
Reavley has much to learn about the ways and ideas of the working class who serve under 
him.8 At the same time, as a junior officer (most chaplains were given the rank of Captain), 
he is hampered by his inferior rank. He has little power but must persuade the men under 
him to obey orders blindly, even those which both Reavley and his men recognise to be ill-
advised or unrealistic. A case in point is when he tries to persuade his commanding officer 
to rescind an order to retrieve wounded men in No Man’s Land. The objections of Reavley 
and his men are overruled, with enormous casualties as a result (At Some Disputed Bar-
ricade 104–6). Reavley’s academic training has taught him to think for himself; he under-
stands that his men are right, but like them, he is expected to obey orders without question 
and without considering the consequences. 

As an academic and theologian, Reavley’s world view is different to that of many of 
his fellow soldiers and officers. He has learned to revere England’s history, its landscape 
and culture. The reason he refuses to believe that war will break out in 1914 is that he has 
complete faith in the inviolability of English culture and “the order of things” (No Graves 
as Yet 52). Reavley is certain that mankind will continue to enrich the earth (No Graves 
as Yet 52). He pays no heed to Sebastian’s warnings about a new kind of destructive war 
employing steamships, aeroplanes and long-range guns. Perry’s chaplain trusts in God, 
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who will not allow the civilised world to be plunged into chaos. No amount of discussion 
can reconcile the views of Reavley and his student. 

Joseph Reavley is neither mentally nor physically prepared for war. The army provided 
no training for chaplains, and its recruitment procedure was very basic. At the recruitment 
interview, often only one question was asked: “Imagine yourself in a trench beside a dying 
soldier. He has five minutes to live. How would you deal with the position?” (Schweitzer 
63). The prospective chaplain had little or no concept of what a trench was or what a mor-
tally wounded soldier looked like or needed. The first injured soldier Reavley encounters 
is Private Corliss. This is an important case for Reavley because it forces him to under-
stand the difference between the principles of the army and those of the church. Having 
deliberately shot himself in the hand in order to be sent home, Private Corliss is subject 
to the harshest of military punishments, i.e. the firing squad. Reavley can see only a man 
filled with physical and mental anguish. He can offer neither comfort nor protection, and is 
forced to acknowledge that “there was nothing human big enough” (Shoulder the Sky 34) 
to help the unfortunate private. Reavley is filled with guilt and remorse as he recognises 
that he has failed Corliss. He wonders where his God is in the presence of such misery. He 
knows that he is not alone in such thoughts. 

His faith is tested over and over again at the front. After the first gas attack at Ypres he 
asks himself if God is blind or deaf, or perhaps quite simply occupied elsewhere (Shoulder 
the Sky 80). Reavley even doubts if he can identify the few absolutes that exist, a funda-
mental requirement of a chaplain in his eyes (Shoulder the Sky 233). His period of sick 
leave in 1916 gives him the necessary time and distance to reflect on his decision to join the 
army and proves to be a turning point in his military career. Numerous discussions with the 
local vicar, Hallam Kerr, consolidate Reavley’s view that the Christian virtues of honour, 
courage and love remain true whatever the external circumstances (Angels in the Gloom 
374). When at the very end of his sick leave Shanley Concoran, an old family friend, is 
found guilty of treason (he has sabotaged the development of a secret weapon), Joseph’s 
lack of faith in mankind is reinforced. He decides to place all his trust in the goodness of 
God, a trust he will not betray because to do so would mean he would have nothing left “to 
offer to the men in the trenches, to those I love, or to myself” (Angels in the Gloom 374). 
Despite the fact that his fellow men are unreliable, he is determined to continue to care for 
them as part of his Christian responsibility. He returns to the front a stronger man: he has 
looked inside himself, questioned his faith, and resolved his doubts. The final words of the 
novel read: “He walked into the street smiling, to return to his friends, and his purpose” 
(Angels in the Gloom 375). He is now more able to deal with the demands of the Christian 
church which he represents and the army to which he owes allegiance. 

As the war progresses, Reavley recognises with growing certainty that the chaos of 
battle requires obedience to rules; these rules are, however, moral rather than military: 
“It’s we who are left who need to keep the rules – for ourselves. At times it’s all we have” 
(Shoulder the Sky 232). He believes that the only guarantee of the preservation of moral-
ity and the continuation of civilisation is faith in God and “its power to outlast everything 
else” (At Some Disputed Barricade 196). Military discipline has no place in this vision.

While military discipline has no place in the continuation of civilisation for Reav-
ley, Germany certainly does. His travels in Germany as a young man and his admiration 
for German culture and philosophy give rise to increasing internal conflict. Reavley sees 
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Germany as the land “of science and philosophy and vast myths and dreams” (Shoulder the 
Sky 10). Germans are not enemies. While working as an interpreter at a hospital admitting 
wounded German soldiers, he reflects that these men are “much like the men from his own 
village that he talked with every day” (We Shall Not Sleep 13). He gradually comes closer 
and closer to the view widely held by many private soldiers and so eloquently expressed in 
Thomas Hardy’s poem, ‘The Man He Killed.’9 In the eyes of the church, Reavley’s attitude 
is admirable; in the eyes of the men under him, it is understandable; but for his command-
ing officers, his views are treason. The reader’s sympathies are with Reavley because he 
has reason and humanity on his side. 

It is this humanity, fuelled by Christian love and duty, which prompts Reavley to com-
mit repeated acts of bravery at the front. Like Anglican chaplains in reality, he is not per-
mitted to move up to the front lines but chooses to do so nonetheless. As a consequence 
of the prohibition to move forward, a myth developed that Anglican chaplains were cow-
ardly. This appears in the writings of World-War-One survivors:

For Anglican regimental chaplains we had little respect. If they had shown one-tenth 
the courage, endurance and other human qualities that the regimental doctor showed, 
the British Expeditionary Force might well have started a religious revival. But they 
had not, being under orders to avoid getting mixed up with the fighting and to stay 
behind with the transport. Soldiers could hardly respect a chaplain who obeyed these 
orders, and yet not one in fifty seemed sorry to obey them.  (Robert Graves, Goodbye 
to All That, 1929. Qtd. in Moynihan 13)

The myth of the cowardly Anglican chaplain is also reproduced in modern fiction. Sebas-
tian Faulks’s Birdsong is a case in point, where the chaplain is described as a “useless 
earthbound bird” because he “never ventured beyond the backlines” (218). Perry’s quintet, 
on the other hand, bears witness to the courage of the many Anglican chaplains who defied 
the rules and won the respect of their men.10 

In a world where manliness was associated with soldierly qualities, it is not surprising 
that chaplains were sometimes regarded as weak. Joseph Reavley is mocked for his non-
combatant status; this continues until the end of the war. When, for example, he defends 
a German prisoner who is being cruelly beaten by his British captors, he is challenged 
by Turner, a private in the Cambridgeshire regiment; the narrator’s comments explain 
Turner’s animosity: “Joseph was a chaplain, a non-combatant, and this soldier considered 
him inferior” (We Shall Not Sleep 6). Reavley is laughed at and the atmosphere is hostile. 
Despite repeated feats of bravery and the award of the Military Cross, he must live with 
the stigma of being a non-combatant. 

Catholic priests had a more clearly defined role in the war. They were also generally 
more popular among soldiers because they had a working-class background. In addition, 
unlike Anglicans, they had an authorised form for sacramental confession and absolution,11 
an adequate ritual for the commendation of the dying, and an official form of unction. In 
times of emergency, sacramental rituals seem to have an objectivity and professionalism 
that can be more effective than improvised prayer and counsel. The Church of England 
had no form of popular prayer as simple and objective as the rosary or Catholic litanies. In 
times of emergency and chaos, rituals can create a sense of solidarity and form a welcome 
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link to pre-war life (Wilkinson 133–4). This is described by Guy Chapman in his memoir, 
A Passionate Prodigality (1933): “one felt a serenity and certitude streaming from [the 
Catholic chaplain] such as was not possessed by our bluff Anglicans… The Church of 
Rome sent a man into action mentally and spiritually cleaned. The Church of England 
could only offer you a cigarette” (qtd. in Marrin 208). Popular literature reinforces these 
truths. Catholic Father Buckley in Sebastian Barry’s A Long Long Way, for example, is 
active in the front lines, administers the sacraments, and dies giving the last rites to dying 
soldiers (237). Perry’s Reavley has no sacraments to offer. His strength of personality and 
personal sacrifices combined with a manner which commands respect12 must be sufficient. 
He expresses this as follows: “With being an officer comes the duty to be right… In peace-
time you can order obedience, regardless of your own qualities, but in war you have to earn 
respect. Moral courage is required as well as physical – the more so of officers” (At Some 
Disputed Barricade 257). Joseph is not only respected by his men, he is loved by them. 

The second turning point in Joseph Reavley’s war career comes one year after the sick 
leave which constituted his first. It is prompted by the trial at which he is ordered to defend 
his men in a court of law. The trial fills the two final chapters of At Some Disputed Bar-
ricade. The narrator describes Reavley’s effort as “trying to defend the morally just and 
legally indefensible” (At Some Disputed Barricade 422). The defendants, who are accused 
of mutiny and murder, are morally right in trying to put an end to Major Northrup’s period 
of command because his incompetence puts lives at risk; at the same time, Northrup is 
a senior officer and must be obeyed without question. In addition, the mock drumhead 
court martial13 at which the accused ‘try’ Northrup cannot be condoned under any cir-
cumstances. The case is also problematical for Reavley on a personal level: one of those 
implicated in the escape of the soldiers on trial is Joseph’s own sister, Judith. To win the 
case, Reavley must expose Major Northrup’s incompetence. Uncomfortable details about 
General Northrup’s past must also be revealed. Joseph must also face one of the British 
Army’s most notorious and successful lawyers, Lieutenant-Colonel Faulkner. 

The trial bears witness to the fact that Joseph has learned to compromise between 
his spiritual and military duties: he protects his innocent clients, hides the truth about his 
sister’s involvement in the accused soldiers’ escape, and exposes the inadequacy of his 
superior officers. He must play the part of a lawyer in a system he does not understand and 
according to rules with which he is not familiar. His loyalty is with his men, for whom he 
feels a responsibility as their chaplain. He must stage the performance carefully to ensure 
that justice is done even though technically the accused have broken military law. 

Reavley trusts in God. He calls to the stand just two of the accused and two witnesses. 
The simple words “Please God this was the right decision” (At Some Disputed Barricade 
423) indicate that Joseph has little faith in his own ability to win the case. However, he 
plays his trump card with skill as he allows Private Morel to expose the identity of the 
murderer and the reasons why the latter wished to kill Major Northrup. He demonstrates 
considerable courage in calling General Northrup to the stand to collaborate Morel’s evi-
dence. Reavley’s final address to the jury is a testimony to the horror of war and the honour 
of those fighting. Reavley sees himself as one of the men as he tells the jury “[a]lmost all of 
us came here because we wished to, we came to fight for the land and the people we love, 
our own people” (At Some Disputed Barricade 449).
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Because Reavley has right on his side, he gains the respect of all ranks and manages 
to fulfil all his duties: Christian, military and familial. The accused are released, Judith’s 
involvement is kept secret, and military justice is done as the murderer is identified and 
sentenced. At Some Disputed Barricade ends with the words: 

[Joseph] had found a decision within himself and been prepared to pay the price of it, 
bitter as it was. He had not flinched. He had repaid the trust. Now he was dizzy with 
hope and a searing promise of faith, a belief in the possibility of the impossible, even 
out of utter darkness.  (452)

The decision that Joseph finds within himself at the trial is a consequence of the resolve 
made one year earlier while on sick leave, namely to serve his men in whatever way he can 
and at whatever the cost. The final novel in the quintet describes Reavley standing next to 
his men as the firing stops and the war comes to an end. He ends the war as he began it, 
side-by-side with his men. 

***
Chaplains make rare and brief appearances in modern literature. Anne Perry’s quintet is 
an exception and an excellent example of fiction as history rather than fiction and history. 
Joseph Reavley’s career shows a moral dilemma whose depth and complexity fiction is 
well suited to convey. Joseph’s actions and thoughts, challenges, moments of certitude and 
vacillation, his earnest wish to serve two masters as different as God and the army can-
not only be understood but also felt by the reader. Chaplains may not always have been 
as brave, loyal and virtuous as Joseph Reavley. They were human and thus not infallible, 
but their concern and affection for their men were genuine. Perry draws attention to these 
unknown heroes, demonstrating the special contribution literature can make to our under-
standing of the human tragedy of war.

Notes
1 This distinction has been made by Nooral Hasan in relation to Thomas Hardy’s novels. See 

Thomas Hardy. The Sociological Imagination (London: Macmillan, 1982), 185.
2 In a discussion of the recruitment system for army chaplains, Richard Schweitzer observes 

that a combination of poor pay, homesickness, a sense of duty to the home church and/or a convic-
tion that they had failed resulted in approximately one thousand chaplains declining to renew their 
contract. The Cross and the Trenches. Religious Faith and Doubt among British and American 
Great War Soldiers (Westport, CT: Praegar Publishers, 2003), 64.

3 Between a religious census conducted in 1886 (reported in Sir William Robertson Nicoll’s 
British Weekly) and 1902-3, when the Daily News issued the results of Richard Mudie-Smith’s sur-
vey, all denominations had suffered a setback. While Nonconformists lost approximately 6,000, a 
negligible number, Church of England figures fell from 535,000 to 396,000 (Marrin 28).

4 The Bishop of Kensington’s report, The Army and Religion: An Enquiry and its Bearing upon 
the Religious Life of the Nation, 1919, 447-9. Qtd. in Marrin, 205.
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5 Charles Booth (1840-1916) was a well-known philanthropist and social researcher. He docu-
mented working-class life in London at the end of the nineteenth century (published under the title 
Life and Labour of the People in London).

6 For a description of the state of the Church of England at the outbreak of war, see Alan Wilkin-
son, The Church of England and the First World War (London:SPCK, 1978).

7 For statistics showing clergymen’s salaries, see Albert Marrin, The Last Crusade, 22-23.
8 Reavley has one advantage over other officers in this task: he is not required to take military 

responsibility. As Gordon Corrigan argues, “[a]s the chaplain was not involved in the day-to-day 
running of the unit or in the decision-making process, and had no real military responsibility, he 
could afford a familiarity that the regimental officer could not” (Mud, Blood and Poppycock. Lon-
don: Cassell, 2007), 100.

9 The final verse of the poem reads: “Yes, quaint and curious war is!/You shoot a fellow down/
You’d treat if met where any bar is/Or help to half-a-crown.” The poem was published in 1902 
but did not become well-known until World War One. The narrator of Shoulder the Sky observes: 
“Many of [the soldiers] did not want to kill Germans. Some had guilty nightmares, blood-drenched 
dreams from which they awoke screaming, soaked in sweat, afraid to tell anyone of thoughts that 
might be seen as disloyalty, cowardice, even treason, but were simply humanity” (35-6).

10 Doris L. Bergen argues that the army chaplain answered the soldiers’ need for a hero, one 
who stood steadfast in the face of chaos. See The Sword of the Lord. Military Chaplains from the 
First to the Twenty-First Century (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame, 2004), 13. 
Father Geoffrey Anketell Studdert Kennedy was one of the Anglican chaplains who became a hero. 
He was a poet as well as an Anglican minister. He gained the nickname of ‘Woodbine Willie’ from 
his distribution of cigarettes to the soldiers during World War One. Like the fictional Joseph Reav-
ley, he volunteered as an army chaplain at the outbreak of war, was awarded the Military Cross in 
1916 for rescuing men in No Man’s Land, and returned to England at the end of the war to serve 
a congregation. He wrote a number of poems about his experiences in the War; these appeared in 
Rough Rhymes of a Padre (1918) and More Rough Rhymes (1919).  See also ‘Woodbine Willie: 
A Cleric at War’ for further details of Father Studdert’s life and war career: 22nd February 2010.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/local/herefordandworcester/hi/people_and_places/history/
newsid_8339000/8339671.stm.

11 One of the most famous Catholic priests at the front was Father William Doyle. In a letter to 
his father, William Doyle wrote: “We reap a good harvest with confessions every day, at any time 
the men care to come, but there are many who for one reason or another cannot get away, hence 
before going into the trenches, which nearly always means death for some poor fellows, we give 
them General Absolution” (O’Rahilly, Father William Doyle S.J. 283). 

12 For a discussion of the importance of commanding respect, see G.D. Sheffield, Leadership in 
the Trenches. (Houndmills: Macmillan, 2000).

13 A hasty judicial proceeding in which the principles of law are disregarded or perverted. In 
Perry’s trial, Major Northrup faces a firing squad comprised of several of Reavley’s men. One of the 
latter, who bears a personal grudge towards the Major, loads his gun with live ammunition instead 
of the blank bullets originally agreed upon. Major Northrup dies. All those present at the trial are 
arrested. It is Joseph Reavley who discovers the identity of the murderer. 
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