
A rural outlook 

In 2013, I had just presided over the funeral of a man who had died of cancer, when I heard sirens, 

and saw an ambulance and three or more fire appliances (trucks) go roaring up the main street of 

our town. Idly wondering what that was about, I was to find out that night, that a member of my 

Parish, an older gentleman who was quite inhibited by a lesion on his brain stem, had a pile of 

rubbish he was burning get away on him, and when he fell backwards over the concrete block he 

used to sit on, and could not get up, the fire burned over the top of him.  

His next door neighbours saw the smoke, and the 19 year old Son and his Father “downed tools” and 

raced over there, where they found the gentleman still alive. He passed from this life while at the 

Oakey army base, where they were preparing to Heli-lift him to Brisbane. Many of the Rural and 

Auxiliary firefighters (People with other jobs who live or work within five minutes of a station and 

are activated via pager) said it was one of the most traumatic things they had seen. 

I knew that the Permanent (Men and women who man a station 24/7 on a roster) and auxiliary 

firefighters could get help for situations like this, but I was not sure about the “rurals”. This family 

were not members of my Parish, but it didn’t matter. I wanted to see if they were okay. This is the 

reality of small-town and rural ministry: you help anyone you can, regardless of denominational 

lines. 

When I went to visit the family, and asked if they were okay, they commented that they were 

disappointed that no chaplain or anyone from Queensland Fire and Emergency Service had rung 

them to see if they were alright. 

There was no-one at fault, or to be blamed for this, as I was later to look around and find out that 

there WAS no chaplain for the Toowoomba Command of QFES, a piece of information that was to 

have ramifications for me. 

 

A Yellow Streak 

My first step in being able to help out, was, I felt, to join a rural fire brigade myself, as a firefighter. 

 So I applied to become an associate member at a nearby large and very professional (for a volunteer 

association) brigade, with 4 appliances, and over 60 members. This brigade trained hard, and I was 

to learn much about fighting fires, about the emergency services life spent knowing a call could 

come any time. It was a great social outlet for me, and a chance to learn some new skills. 

The night I turned up to my first training, the First Officer of this brigade, Bruce Finlayson, who is 

another man of God, found out who I was, what I did, and took me aside, saying that I might like to 

consider becoming the Volunteer Chaplain for the Toowoomba command one day. His advice was to 

give it about two years of being a rural fire fighter, and then go for it. A little intimidating when I had 

not even been accepted as a rural yet, but another pivotal moment, and I thank Bruce for his 

boldness that night, and his help in setting me on that path. 

 



Crosses on my lapels 

In fact, it was just over a year later that I chased down the email address for the Senior chaplain in 

Brisbane to inquire about becoming a volunteer chaplain in the Toowoomba area. QFES has two paid 

chaplaincy positions: Senior chaplain, and Family Support chaplain. The contract to fill these 

positions is with the Salvation Army, and so I was to receive a return email from Major Dennis Bryant 

of the Salvation Army, QFES Senior chaplain, inviting me to meet with him and his wife Genne 

(Family Support chaplain) in Toowoomba for a coffee. 

I do not believe in coincidences where God is concerned, and this was to be no exception. QFES had 

never had a chaplain in the Toowoomba Command (an area reaching from Crows Nest through 

Highfields, Goombungee, Toowoomba, Oakey and Pittsworth) and chaplaincy in QFES was 

undergoing a “season of growth” under the servant leadership of Dennis and Genne. 

I met with this couple who were wearing  a very formal looking uniform and we chatted for a while, 

talking about everything from our faith and families to my hobbies. This aspect was more important 

than it might at first seem, as without the ability to talk on the level of the everyday firefighter about 

the things they enjoy (for me it was hunting and motorcycles), it would be very difficult to form 

relationships, which are crucial to the fire chaplain. 

After a long process of references, police checks and induction, I was fitted for a uniform, with 

purple epaulettes bearing the word “chaplain” on my shoulders, and little silver crosses on my 

lapels. 

“Why would you do this?” 

Very soon after beginning as chaplain, One man I had come to know, who had been an auxiliary in 

another command, saw me in my uniform, walked up to me, gestured at my lapels and epaulettes, 

and said, in a not-unfriendly tone: “Why would you do this?” and I explained that I thought I could 

help people in this way. He then asked me a brilliant question, and one that I will never forget. He 

looked at me and said: “Will you still help me when I need it, even though I am not a believer?”  

How many Christians ever get asked questions like that? How often are we presented with 

opportunities, invited even to share the hope that is in us and the faith that we have? I believe I said 

something like “Of course, I don’t do this because of what you believe, I do it because of what I 

believe. And if my faith doesn’t help anyone else, what good is it?” 

 I now wonder if he had only ever come across Christians who would not talk to him because he did 

not share their beliefs? I hope not. That is not the example of our Lord Jesus who reached out first in 

love to those around him.  

The role of a Chaplain in QFES is a blessed one. We are invited into a Government Department to be 

ambassadors of Jesus Christ. Many people we meet do not know what a Chaplain should do. All they 

know of a chaplain is in their interaction with us. There is a responsibility in that, but also a 

marvellous opportunity. 

 


