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I’m Chaplain of King’s College and I hate to break the news to you all, but I have the best job 

in the world!  I have been doing chaplaincy work now for ten years and I’ve worked in 

Higher Education for over 20 years.  It’s a great place to be with young people discovering 

who they are, who they want to be, how they want the world to see them.  And it’s a great 

place to learn from this wide, vast community that is so diverse and has so many gifts. 

 

I shall focus on Higher Education Chaplaincy.  There’s wealth of chaplaincy out there, from 

prison chaplaincy, hospital chaplaincy, retail chaplaincy and sports chaplaincy.  I can’t talk to 

those but I will be able to talk about Higher Education chaplaincy. 

 

We have some photos here from a weekend that we run called ‘Lifelines’, run in conjunction 

with the Centre for Peace and Reconciliation in London, and what we do is get students 

from a variety of backgrounds and go to some place in the countryside – this is in Kent, 

which is not too far, where we get matched up with another group from another 

community, and we plant hedgerows. 

 

Hedgerows are amazing!  They 

are vital to the ecosystem, for 

shelter, as passageways for 

animals so they can get from 

one side of a field to the 

other, they allow plants to 

grow and interweave 

together, they help farmers by 

keeping animals safe and they 

are just amazing parts of the environment.  And to plant 

them is great and a great symbol for chaplaincy because 

chaplaincy provides safe spaces for the small animals that 

might be lost in a great open space. It allows diverse 

creatures to come and interweave together and to build 

something greater than the sum of their parts.  And it’s an 

opportunity for connection.  We planted over 700 trees and 

then we see in chaplaincy real growth – the team having a 

meal together. I call this ‘Finding Community in the 

Wilderness’.  It’s a wonderful experience and any of you can 

sign up to do a ‘Lifelines’ weekend. 

 



The History of Chaplaincy 

 

St Martin of Tours had his soldier’s cloak on and he saw a beggar on the side of the road.  He 

ripped his cloak in half because he only owns half of his cloak – the army owns the other 

half so he couldn’t give that away – and he gives his half to the beggar.  That cloak was 

called the ‘capella’.  The people who guarded over the site of that occurance were the 

Capella Guards and eventually we end up with the words Chapel and Chaplain.  That story of 

St Martin giving of himself to someone in need is the very foundation of our chaplaincy 

work. 

 

Some Definitions of Chaplaincy 

 

Roshi Fleet Maull (as reported by Maia Duerr) of Buddhist Peace Fellowship, describes 

chaplains and their work like this:  

 

At the most basic level, a chaplain may be defined as a representative of a religious 

tradition, usually ordained, who serves in a secular institution (such as a hospital, 

prison, police department, university, military unit, etc.) and provides spiritual and 

pastoral care in that setting. 

On a more profound level, a chaplain is one who accompanies people as they grapple 

with issues of meaning and value in their lives… (Galtung, 1969) 

 

Another definition by Varun Soni (Chaplain in USA): 

 

Our job as chaplains is to ‘try and translate the timeless wisdom of our traditions into 

timely action for today’s students’. 

 

The Chaplaincy Innovation Lab describes chaplains as: 

 

those who accompany others as the human spirit grows, changes, and struggles, 

regardless of the beliefs of the one being supported. 

 

Daring Compassion’s definition: 

 

A Chaplain offers spiritual and emotional care and accompaniment. 

 

But I can bring it down to the most simple definition: 

 

A Chaplain offers care. 

 

So chaplains offer care in a variety of ways.  It may be a cup of tea, or a seat to sit down on if 

you’re tired, or a listening ear, or it nmight be a safe space to pray or to meet somebody 

new and make a friend.  It’s such a big, open role that almost anything can fall into it.  We’re 

all chaplains in our own way, every time we offer care to somebody.  In a higher education 

context the picture on the next page is a helpful way to get it into our heads.  On the left is 

how an individual student might see themselves, and on the right how their professors or 

the institution might see them! 



So our job as chaplains is to help students get back to that sense of self, to see their hopes 

and dreams and aspirations as part of who they are, and recognise that they are a complex 

human being. 

 

I have brought two books with me that I greatly value.  One is Howard Thurman’s ‘The 

Creative Encounter’ and the other has already been referred to today, Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s 

‘Life Together’.   

 

Howard Thurman was Dean of Boston University’s Marsh Chapel where I did my Bachelor’s 

degree.  That meant he was basically a chaplain.  In his book ‘Creative Encounters’ he shares 

his philosophy of chaplaincy and the need for a space for exploration of self, of the human 

spirit, and God’s regard for each one of us.  He spoke of the university as a ‘Spiritual Lab’ 

where you get to mix together a bunch of different people and see what happens.  And part 

of that encounter is the experience of experiencing something together.  You’re with a 

group of people, you’re never really alone because there’s always someone else who’s 

connected to you in some way or another.  So you’re experiencing something new in a new 

space and something amazing can grow out of that.  He also acknowledges that it can also 

be an overwhelming experience.  Being away in a new space, let alone being away from 

home for the first time can be daunting events and can sometimes push down our self-

esteem and sense of who we are. 

 

That’s where ‘Life Together’ is so important.  Bonhoeffer talks about how we live in that 

community and how important the ministry of listening is.  90% of what I do is listen.  There 

is a time every other week when a member of the security team comes to see me, sits down 

and talks to me for an hour straight.  And at the end of the hour he says, ‘Thank you for 

that!  Everything was very helpful.  Everything you said was good!’  And I’d said nothing!  

But in offering him that space that’s non-judgemental, has no agenda, but just recognises 

him as a person is so important to him at that time. 

 

Bonhoeffer talks about community as gift, bearing one another’s burdens, and that’s a very 

important part of our work.  Community is such an amazing gift.  It goes on giving and giving 

because it keeps changing.  And that’s one of the great things about working in Higher 

Education; the whole community changes every year because you’re getting new students 

and new staff.  It’s constantly changing and developing.  That can be difficult at times 



because we have to adapt, to be ready for what tensions might arise in this new group and 

what gifts might arise in this new group.  We have to keep our eyes open to what might be 

there in front of us. 

 

Here is a quote from Howard Thurman’s ‘The Creative Encounter’: 

 

‘Here the need is for being understood, for being accepted in terms of one’s intrinsic 

worth rather than merely for what one does or does not … someone cares for you as 

you without any extras involved.’ 

 

I remember when I was at Theological College my personal tutor at the time said, ‘When 

someone is in front of me I don’t just see them as they are but as what they can be.’  At the 

time I thought that was great, but a few months later I thought, ‘No!  No!  It’s seeing the 

person in front of you exactly as they are, not adding anything on to them but just letting 

them be who they are in that moment, and being with them in that moment and not 

changing them into something that serves you, changing them into something I think they 

can be, but just being with them as they are.’  Sometimes that can be relly painful because 

we’re with somebody in their darkest hour, when they might be tearing themselves down or 

harming themselves, and we’re wanting to save them but that’s not our job!  It’s the Holy 

Spirit’s job to save somebody.  But it’s that being alongside somebody in that moment, 

because everybody else has an agenda; everybody else has an agenda for somebody in an 

institution like a university. 

 

And then Bonhoeffer, in ‘Life Together’, says something similar; 

 

‘I must meet [my brother] only as the person that he already is in Christ’s eyes.’ 

 

This is a beautiful, beautiful way of saying it.  And there’s two parts to it: meeting the person 

where they are and how they are but, on the flip side of that, helping them to see 

themselves as God sees them, as a beloved child, as one who is valued, one who is 

regarded.  And again, Bonhoeffer states: 

 

‘The first service that one owes to others in the fellowship consists in listening to 

them.’ 

 

I like that – and we don’t do it enough.  We have two ers and one mouth so we should be 

doing twice as much listening as speaking! 

 

More about Chaplaincy 

 

Chaplaincy creates spaces where creative encounter 

becomes possible and community can emerge.  Here are 

some photos of my time when I was Chaplain at the 

Lutheran Students’ Centre here in London.  We used to 

have a weekend away where we made the meals for all 

the students on the weekend away.  In making the meals 

together, that’s when friendships started developing.   



Eating together does fantastic things, but in this picture, 

taken on the same occasion, a stom came through, a 

horrible storm, so bad that the farmer said ‘You should 

go home!’  We said we’d wait and see if it got any 

better and we were sat in a warehouse for three hours.  

We’d only just met a few hours beforehand and here 

we are playing a charades game which everybody joined 

in, and it was great to see the ‘We’re all in this 

together!’ spirit!  A wonderful community was formed. 

 

Going back to what I was saying earlier about chaplaincy, I think this helpful: 

 

‘In every other office on a [university]campus, there is some form of judgment 

placed on the student … professors give grades, student affairs professionals grant 

permission, residential life staff enforce policies, even mental health clinicians 

determine whether a student is well enough to remain on campus … There’s always 

some power over … We have no power. Literally, we have the least power of any 

entity on campus. And, that actually makes us the most powerful to help students 

because we can … meet them where they are. (Steinwert, Stanford University) 

 

We have students come to us to chat and because they know they’re not going to be 

judged, or be told what they should or shouldn’t do, they’re going to be met where they 

are.  We will do our best to signpost, to guide them towards ways and means that will help 

them in their situation.  The slogan on the tea bags we give away is ‘Here for you!’  That’s it!  

We are here for you whatever you need at that moment, whether it’s a biscuit or someone 

to talk with you, or a cup of tea – yes, we’ll do that too! 

 

The diversity of students’ and staff’s concerns that come through our doors is bigger than I 

ever thought it would be.  I’ll give you a few examples.  In one week I had one student come 

in, sit down and say, ‘I’m homeless!  I’ve had to leave my home, I’m worried for my younger 

siblings who are there, I don’t know what to do.’  The main thing that I could do at that 

moment was to listen, and then we ran out and got some essentials like soap, and towels, 

and underwear, and other immediate necessities, and point them in the direction of help. 

 

That same week a student came in who I had chatted with at lunches here and there which 

may have allowed the time it takes for people to open up.  She needed someone to talk to 

because she was studying Law and Human Rights and had now started to realise that she 

was being followed by State Agents.  I had not been trained for that!  I put her in touch with 

out security team so she could talk through what could be done to keep her safe.  I was 

overwhelmed so I can only imagine what she was feeling, but I could offer her that space.  

Yes, there’s a wealth of things that we come into contact with. 

 

To summarise:  the ministry of chaplaincy has these features:  Uniqueness: Time-limited: No 

agenda: Counter cultural yet contextual: No power: Radical hospitality: Holistic approach: 

Presence. 

 

 



Now a little bit about King’s College 

 

This is our chapel.  Do come and 

visit it one day if you can.  We 

are a multi-faith chaplaincy.  

This is our opening statement 

on our website: 

 

The Chaplaincy is a resource for 

all students and staff at King’s, 

of all faiths and none.  

 

We are inclusive: whoever you 

are, wherever you’re from, 

whatever you believe, 

whomever you love - you are 

welcome. 

 

We are there for everyone.  There are some students who will hover at the doors – we give 

free lunches once a week – and they will say, ‘We’re not religious!’  I tell them, ‘That’s OK!  

Sometimes I don’t feel very religious either!’  They come in, and we start talking and 

relationships warm up and we get to know people.  And what we are NOT there for is 

conversion.  We heard in an earlier presentation that welcome has to come before 

conversion.  So we offer the welcome and leave it to the Holy Spirit to deal with the 

conversion.  But questions get to be asked because a number of these students come from 

places where they’ve never been exposed to religious beliefs.  So this is their opportunity to 

ask questions.  Once we had a mental health class cancelled because of a gas leak.  The 

students were hovering around the chaplaincy and they started asking questions about how 

you tell the difference between someone who’s having a mental health crisis and someone 

who’s having a spiritual experience.  How do you counsel somebody who believes they are 

the second coming of Jesus?  All these questions – and we ended up have sessions with 

these students on mental health and spirituality.  They were able to talk about these things 

where they hadn’t had a space to talk about them before. 

 

London is a city bustling with a variety of religious and faith activities.  The Chaplaincy at 

King’s reflects the diverse nature of the university and the wider London community: We 

support students and staff of all faiths and none: everybody is welcome: We seek to 

promote mutual understanding and respect between people of different faiths and beliefs, 

including the desire to share together the riches of each tradition: We emphasise 

community, hospitality and care while also valuing difference and diversity:  We offer an 

inclusive space for worship, prayer, mediation, relaxation and spiritual exploration across 

traditions: We promote justice and acceptance over and above exclusion or discrimination.  

In particular, the Chaplaincy recognises Islamophobia and Anti-Semitism as irresponsible 

and unacceptable. 

 

On he next page you can see some of the things we do: 

   



 
 

Personally I’m not one for mindfulness – I like my quiet, quiet!  But countryside walks is one 

of my favourite things because it’s amazing what can happen when you’re out on a walk.  

It’s a true ‘Emmaus Ministry’ just walking alongside someone.  So often you see the 

presence of Christ in those conversations.  But almost always I find at the end of a 

countryside walk that no-one is talking to me; at the beginning they’ll talk to me but then 

it’s as if I’m not there, and they’re all talking to one another.  When that happens it’s been a 

great day!  The conversations that happen and the bonds that are made are amazing. 

 

We do a free international lunch one day a week at every campus and we also have a food 

cupboard for students to use if they need to.  That’s just facing up to a reality. 

 

Then we have dog days.  A member of our staff brings in her dog for a day and the students 

love it!  They take the dog for a walk, or they just sit with the dog and pet it.  It’s especially 

the international students that love it because they’ve got animals at home and it’s amazing 

to see the smiles on the people’s faces. 

 

At King’s College we have five campuses with chapels and rooms for prayer and reflection, 

we have Muslim prayer rooms, and we are the first University to have a Dharmic prayer 

room for Hindu, Jain,Sikh and Buddhist communities.  There are students who come to us 

who are exploring their faith or learning about faith for the first time.  One of the most 

moving experiences I’ve had was a student who came to me because her tutor didn’t quite 

know how to support her.  She had experienced violent sexual assaults in different times in 

her life and in different countries.  She was alcoholic, self-harming and had attempted 

suicide multiple times.  She talked to me over time and wanted to learn about Christianity 

and last week I was telling her about Thomas, and Thomas seeing Christ with his wounds.  

And she said, eyes wide open, ‘Jesus has wounds too?’  For hethat just meant the world.  

‘Jesus has wounds too!  Just like me – Jesus was wounded!’  So being able to be alongside 

someone in those moments – there’s no greater gift than that!  She found that space, and 

she discovered Christ.  We’re not here to convert people, but these things happen! 



This is part of our multi-faith team. 

 

 

We have fifteen chaplains from different Christian denominations, different Dharmic 

traditions, Muslim and Jewish traditions, and we are very lucky to have such a large tem 

mostly funded by the University which is very, very rare.  And we do so much together.  We 

do a faith crawl at the start of the year visiting a variety of different worship places.  After 

the final visit one of the students said, ‘I realise we’re all about the same thing.  We’re all 

about loving each other and taking care of each other!’ and I thought, ‘Goodness me!  We’re 

there!  We’ve got it!  Now just tell everybody else!’  So it’s lovely being alongside the others 

in those encounters.  We do find that our multi-faith encounters helps us to understand our 

own faith traditions that much more.  So it’s something we work with a lot. 
 

As a team we believe that multi-faith engagement can enable greater understanding of our 

own faith traditions.  Whilst there are sometimes concerns that closer relationships 

between different religions will lead to blurring the distinctiveness of traditions, in the 

contemporary world the Chaplaincy sees positive multi-faith relations as a necessity for 

global survival and for the integrity of each religion.  
 

This can be difficult at times, most recently, of course, with Israel and Palestine.  We have to 

figure out how to deal with those tensions.  We are there for every single student.  We are 

there when they are hurting, whatever country they come from, whatever background they 

are.  If they are in pain we are there to care for them, and it doesn’t matter what ‘side’ they 

may be on.  At the moment we have Iranian Shi’ah students who are mourning the loss of 

their religious leader and we have Iranian secular students mourning the loss of family and 

friends [the meeting took place while the USA/Israel war against Iran was at its height]. We 

have to be there for both sets of students.  Sometimes that means putting our own thought 

to the side and having to deal with them later.  It’s holding a space for compassion, mercy 

and grace for those who aren’t yet in a place where they can enter it, if that makes sense.  

We can continue to hold it as long as we need to until they can come in themselves. 
 

In Conclusion 

 

I’m going to end wih a favourite poem of mine.  It’s ‘A Future not our own’,  

a Prayer Reflection in memory of Oscar Romero.  I think it brings together everything that 

Chaplaincy is about, and everything that all of our ministries are about: 



It helps, now and then, 

to step back and take a long view. 

The kingdom is not only beyond our efforts, 

it is even beyond our vision. 

We accomplish in our lifetime 

only a tiny fraction 

of the magnificent enterprise 

that is God's work. 

Nothing we do is complete, 

which is another way of saying 

that the Kingdom always lies beyond us. 
 

No statement says all that could be said. 

No prayer fully expresses our faith. 

No confession brings perfection. 

No pastoral visit brings wholeness. 

No programme accomplishes the Church's mission. 

No set of goals and objectives includes everything. 
 

That is what we are about. 

We plant a seed that will one day grow. 

We water seeds already planted, 

knowing that they hold future promise. 

We lay foundations 

that will need further development. 

We provide yeast that produces effects 

far beyond our capabilities. 
 

We cannot do everything, 

and there is a sense of liberation 

in realising that. 

This enables us to do something, 

and to do it very well. 

It may be incomplete, 

but it is a beginning, 

a step along the way, 

an opportunity for the Lord's grace 

to enter and do the rest. 
 

We may never see the end results, 

but that is the difference 

between the master builder and the worker. 

We are workers, not master builders, 

ministers, not messiahs. 

We are prophets of a future not our own. 


