
Durham E-Theses

Stephen Neill: a traditional communicator in an age

of revolution

Peter Mitchell, Jolyon

How to cite:

Peter Mitchell, Jolyon (1993) Stephen Neill: a traditional communicator in an age of revolution,
Durham theses, Durham University. Available at Durham E-Theses Online:
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/5547/

Use policy

The full-text may be used and/or reproduced, and given to third parties in any format or medium, without prior permission or
charge, for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-pro�t purposes provided that:

• a full bibliographic reference is made to the original source

• a link is made to the metadata record in Durham E-Theses

• the full-text is not changed in any way

The full-text must not be sold in any format or medium without the formal permission of the copyright holders.

Please consult the full Durham E-Theses policy for further details.

Academic Support O�ce, The Palatine Centre, Durham University, Stockton Road, Durham, DH1 3LE
e-mail: e-theses.admin@durham.ac.uk Tel: +44 0191 334 6107

http://etheses.dur.ac.uk

http://www.dur.ac.uk
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/5547/
 http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/5547/ 
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/policies/
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk


• * ' 



STEPHEN NEILL : 

A TRADITIONAL COMMUNICATOR IN AN AGE OF REVOLUTION 

! > 

I 

• 

4 
I " t i l > . . / .J- I I ; . / . . / . . . . I i x n . I 

The copyright of this thesis rests with the author. 

No quotation from it should be published without 

his prior written consent and information derived 

from it should be acknowledged. 

by 
J o l y o n M i t c h e l l . M.A. (Cantab.) 
St.John's C o l l e g e , Durham 
Masters' Degree T h e s i s 
Durham Theology F a c u l t y 

January 1993. 

- 2 J U L 1993 



CQIMTESflTS g 

A b s t r a c t s i 
Prefaces i i 
Chapter I s Methods f o r a l l Seasons 1 
Chapter 2s Beginnings (1900=19) 11 

a) A World of Change 12 
b) A World of T r a d i t i o n 17 
c) A World of C o n f l i c t 24 

Chapter 3s The Great Court of Learning (1919-24) 47 
a) The C l a s s i c s Student 52 
b) The T h e o l o g i c a l Student 53 
c) The Research Student 58 
d) The Missionary Student 61 

Chapter 4s I n d i a , H i s F i r s t Love (1924-30) 69 
a) A Passage to I n d i a 70 
b) The Missionary Ordained 71 
c) The Missionary's Methods 72 
d) The Missionary's Message 77 
e) The Missionary's Motivation 80 

Chapter 5s Heat and Dust (1930-44) 87 
a) T h e o l o g i c a l Teacher, (30-9) 90 
b) Bishop, (39-44) 100 

Chapter 6s Much Ado i n Geneva (1944-62) 123 
a) Ecumenist and H i s t o r i a n 126 
b) A Genuinely Human W r i t e r 142 
c ) A p o l o g i s t and E v a n g e l i s t 150 

Chapter 7 s F a r from Quiet on the Hamburg Front 
(1962-68) 168 
a) H i s t o r i a n and M i s s i o l o g i s t 171 
b) New Testament Scholar 185 
c) Ecumenist 193 

Chapter 8s Out of A f r i c a (1969-73) 204 
a) U n i v e r s i t y P r o f e s s o r 208 
b) Bishop a t Large 213 
c) W r i t e r a t Work 214 
d) Theologian of the S p i r i t ? 218 

Chapter 9s Oxford Days, t h e L a s t Lap (1973-84) 233 
a) Man of Many Themes 234 
b) His C e n t r a l Theme 236 
c) H i s t o r i a n i n Oxford 241 
d) C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c Apologist 248 

Chapter 10s Enigma Uncovered? (Conclusion) 264 
a) An Autobiographical Explanation 266 
b) A P s y c h o l o g i c a l Explanation 271 
c) An Expressive-Based Explanation 274 
d) A T h e o l o g i c a l Explanation 27 8 

B i b l i o g r a p h i e s 293 



ABSTRACT 
"Stephen W e i l l s 

A T r a d i t i o n a l Communicator i n an Age of Revolution." 
by 

Jolyon Peter M i t c h e l l . 
M.A. t h e s i s , submitted February 1993. 

Bishop Stephen Ch a r l e s W e i l l ' s l i f e and work i s one of the 
best kept s e c r e t s i n Twentieth Century Church H i s t o r y . His 
engimatic l i f e s t o r y has been v i r t u a l l y ignored by Church H i s t o ­
r i a n s . T h i s t h e s i s attempts to f i l l t h a t gap. C o n s i d e r a t i o n of 
W e i l l ' s l i f e and work provides a s e r i e s of windows onto many of 
the key t h e o l o g i c a l movements, p e r s o n a l i t i e s and debates which 
have dominated t h i s century. 

T h i s work i s an attempt to c o n s t r u c t an e x t e n s i v e 
h i s t o r i c a l n a r r a t i v e of N e i l l ' s l i f e and work. I t goes beyond, 
however, a mere r e t e l l i n g of h i s l i f e , to the s e a r c h f o r an 
i n t e r p r e t a t i v e key t h a t w i l l help e x p l a i n t h i s s t o r y of broken-
ness and b r i l l i a n c e . 

F i r s t , the methodology employed to c o n s t r u c t t h i s 
explanatory account i s o u t l i n e d . Autobiographical, 
p y s c h o l o g i c a l , e x p r e s s i v e and t h e o l o g i c a l approaches to h i s l i f e 
a re i n d i v i d u a l l y explained. With these t o o l s i n our hands the 
f o l l o w i n g s t r u c t u r e i s then followed? Chapter 2 ) s His formative 
y e a r s a t home and school are i n v e s t i g a t e d . Chapter 3) s His 
adventures and development as a student of C l a s s i c s and Theology 
at Cambridge are recounted. Chapter 4 & 5) s His work as a 
missionary, teacher and bishop i n Southern I n d i a , as w e l l as the 
premature c o n c l u s i o n to h i s Indian m i n i s t r y are d i s c u s s e d . 

Chapter 6) s The impact of t h i s sudden departure i s then 
evaluated, as a r e h i s c e a s e l e s s e f f o r t s as an ecumenist i n the 
development of the World Counci l of Churches i n Geneva. Chapter 
7.) % His methodology as a h i s t o r i a n , New Testament s c h o l a r , and 
ecumenist w h i l s t i n Hamburg i s uncovered through h i s most 
s i g n i f i c a n t w r i t i n g s . Chapter 8)s His labours i n Kenya, both as 
a P r o f e s s o r i n e s t a b l i s h i n g the f i r s t Department of R e l i g i o n a t 
Nairobi u n i v e r s i t y and as a bishop are d e s c r i b e d . Chapter 9) s 
N e i l l ' s l a s t y e a r s i n Oxford and p a r t i c u l a r l y h i s work as a 
h i s t o r i a n and a p o l o g i s t are analysed. Chapter 10)? The conclud­
ing d i s c u s s i o n focuses on the four h e u r i s t i c d e v i c e s t h a t have 
been employed to d e s c r i b e and e x p l a i n N e i l l ' s l i f e and work. 

The o v e r r i d i n g aim of t h i s t h e s i s i s to a s s e s s whether 
N e i l l ' s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c b e l i e f s a r e the " s i l v e r thread" which 
runs through h i s l i f e and work of e x p r e s s i o n . 

( i ) 



PREFACE 

Stephen N e i l l i s one of the enigmas of Twentieth Century Church 
H i s t o r y . On the one hand, an outstanding s c h o l a r , a l u c i d 
w r i t e r , a mesmorising speaker, a t a l e n t e d l i n g u i s t and an a g i l e 
theologian. On the other, as he himself admits, a man prone to 
both bouts of deep depression and " I r i s h " rage, as w e l l an 
insomniac who never appears to have ceased from h i s labo u r s . 
T h i s combination of brokenness and b r i l l i a n c e has c o n t i n u a l l y 
f a s c i n a t e d me. 

On an academic l e v e l h i s w r i t i n g s have both provoked me to 
r e c o n s i d e r my a t t i t u d e towards, and a l s o challenged my shallow 
understanding of, New Testament S c h o l a r s h i p , Church H i s t o r y and 
Comparative R e l i g i o n . 

On another more emotional l e v e l , i t i s the l i v i n g out of 
h i s f i r m f a i t h i n C h r i s t both i n times of triumph and of de­
s p a i r which has proved not only i n t r i g u i n g , but a l s o moving. 

At times I have f e l t l i k e a d e t e c t i v e t r y i n g to p i e c e t o ­
gether W e i l l ' s complex and e x t r a o r d i n a r y l i f e . T h i s t h e s i s , 
t h e r e f o r e , contains a l a r g e amount of unpublished m a t e r i a l . I t 
i s the product of over four years part-time study and a con­
s i d e r a b l e amount of t r a v e l . 

I am p a r t i c u l a r l y g r a t e f u l to Ch a r l e s N e i l l , Stephen's 
nephew, i n Oxford. He gave me access to a l l h i s u n c l e ' s 
unpublished papers, i n c l u d i n g h i s weighty f e l l o w s h i p d i s s e r t a ­
t i o n and h i s unpublished "Autobiography" of over a thousand 
pages. The o r i g i n a l i t y of t h i s t h e s i s i s p a r t l y guaranteed by 
the f a c t my r e f e r e n c e s to t h i s work are p r i m a r i l y from t h i s 
f u l l t e x t r a t h e r than the c o n s i d e r a b l y shortened e d i t i o n . T h i s 
was r e c e n t l y e d i t e d by Dr.E.M.Jackson, and has been publi s h e d 
as God's Apprentice. Through most of my work I was unaware of 
t h i s p r o j e c t , so I was g r a t e f u l to Hodder and Stoughton who 
provided me w i t h the b a s i c manuscript of t h i s book. 

( i i ) 



I a l s o a p p r e c i a t e d the help of the C.M.S. l i b r a r y i n 
Birmingham U n i v e r s i t y , who gave me s p e c i a l a c c e s s to p r e v i o u s l y 
embargoed m a t e r i a l , and to the Lambeth Palace L i b r a r y i n Lon­
don, who allowed me to read the unpublished " F i s h e r Papers". 

I owe a s p e c i a l thank you to Bishop L e s s l i e Newbigin i n 
Birmingham, Bishop L e s l i e Brown i n Cambridge, Dr F.W.Dillistone 
i n Oxford and Reverend Tim Yeats near Derby who each provided 
i n v a l u a b l e memories i n extended i n t e r v i e w s . Reverend O l i v e r 
S c a l l a n i n Dublin k i n d l y sent me h i s provocative t h e s i s on 
W e i l l . I a l s o valued the h e l p f u l comments of Lord Coggan, and 
P r o f e s s o r s Henry and Owen Chadwick. There i s not enough space 
here to thank by name a l l of N e i l l ' s c olleagues and students 
from as f a r a f i e l d as N a i r o b i , Yale and Hamburg who have 
helped me understand h i s l i f e and work b e t t e r . 

T h i s t h e s i s i s dedicated to Princeton's Center f o r Theo­
l o g i c a l I n q u i r y and i t s d i r e c t o r P r o f e s s o r D a n i e l Hardy whose 
gene r o s i t y i n p r o viding me w i t h an o f f i c e and house f a c i l i t a t e d 
i t s completion. P r o f e s s o r Hardy's p a t i e n t s u p e r v i s i o n has f r e ­
quently widened my horizons and s t r e t c h e d my t h e o l o g i c a l 
imagination. I am, of course, r e s p o n s i b l e f o r any of t h i s 
works' inadequacies. 

Jolyon M i t c h e l l , 

P r i n c e t o n , USA. and Durham , UK. 
January 1993. 
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Chapter 1s Methods f o r a l l Seasons 

Stephen C h a r l e s N e i l l i s a much underrated and l i t t l e known 

f i g u r e i n Twentieth Century Church H i s t o r y . I n t h r e e r e c e n t 

major books, Adrian Hastings' A H i s t o r y of E n g l i s h C h r i s t i a n i t y 

1920-1985, Paul Welsby's A H i s t o r y of the Church of England 

1945-80 and David Bebbington's E v a n g e l i c a l i s m i n Modern B r i t a i n , 

he r e c e i v e s no mention. I n M.E.Gibbs' work on The Anglican 

Church i n I n d i a - 1600-1970, the only r e f e r e n c e to N e i l l i s i n a 

l i s t of bishops a t the end of the book.[l] 

T h i s i s s u r p r i s i n g , e s p e c i a l l y when one c o n s i d e r s h i s 

p r o l i f i c and c e a s e l e s s work f o r the Church as a w r i t e r , speaker 

and s c h o l a r . One would have expected t h a t a man who had over 

twenty l i n e s i n Crockford's C l e r i c a l D i r e c t o r y , n e a r l y f i f t y i n 

Who' s Who and a s e r i e s of p u b l i c a t i o n s which f i l l s over f i v e 

pages of b i b l i o g r a p h y , would have r e c e i v e d more a t t e n t i o n . One 

of the aims of t h i s t h e s i s i s to r e c t i f y t h i s omission. 

The primary goal of t h i s work i s to draw together the v a r ­

ious s t r a n d s of N e i l l ' s l i f e and work as a s c h o l a r , t e a c h e r , 

w r i t e r , h i s t o r i a n , m i s sionary, ecumenist, preacher and apolo­

g i s t i n order to provide an explanatory account of N e i l l ' s l i f e 

and work. To do t h i s a v a r i e t y of approaches w i l l be used. 

F i r s t , a t t e n t i o n w i l l be given to the a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l and 

b i o g r a p h i c a l m a t e r i a l . The aim of such an approach i s to t e l l 

1 



W e i l l ' s s t o r y , and thereby to add to the small body of m a t e r i a l 

a l r e a d y w r i t t e n about t h i s man.[2] Each chapter w i l l , t h e r e ­

f o r e , c o n t a i n a b r i e f d e s c r i p t i o n of W e i l l ' s l i f e and, where 

appropriate, h i s context. 

T h i s w i l l be arranged as a n a r r a t i v e which p l o t s h i s 

progression from h i s e a r l y y e a r s (Chapters 2 and 3) v i a h i s time 

i n I n d i a (Chapters 4 and 5 ) , through h i s European experiences 

(Chapters 6 and 7 ) , A f r i c a n i n i t i a t i v e s (Chapter 8 ) , to h i s 

l a s t decade based i n Oxford (Chapter 9 ) . I t w i l l be demon­

s t r a t e d , e s p e c i a l l y i n the Conclusion, t h a t t h i s approach does 

not provide a complete explanation. Simply to t e l l h i s s t o r y 

with no f u r t h e r comment, would be l i k e p r e s e n t i n g the reader 

with a s e r i e s of snapshots without any commentary. 

A second " p s y c h o l o g i c a l " approach i s , t h e r e f o r e , c l o s e l y 

l i n k e d to the f i r s t to provide an explanation of W e i l l ' s s t o r y . 

T h i s w i l l not i n v o l v e an i n depth ps y c h o a n a l y s i s or an e x c u r s i o n 

i n t o the world of "pop psychology". I t w i l l r a t h e r be an 

attempt, to paraphrase W i l l i a m Dray, to penetrate behind ap­

pearances, a c h i e v e i n s i g h t i n t o the s i t u a t i o n , i d e n t i f y more 

s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y w i t h W e i l l , and p r o j e c t o u r s e l v e s i m a g i n a t i v e l y 

i n t o h i s world.[3] 

Unfortunately, i t would be impossible to present a 

complete " r e v i v a l , re-enactment, r e t h i n k i n g , r e - e x p e r i e n c i n g " of 

a l l N e i l l ' s "hopes, f e a r s , plans, d e s i r e s , views, i n t e n t i o n s , 

e t c . " [ 4 ] N e v e r t h e l e s s , the goal of t h i s " p s y c h o l o g i c a l ap­

proach" i s t o go behind W e i l l ' s b r i l l i a n t e x t e r i o r i n order to 



understand more f u l l y the complex p e r s o n a l i t y behind. 

The aim of t h i s method i s not simply to focus on the 

shadows or darker s i d e of N e i l l ' s s t o r y , but a l s o to h i g h l i g h t 

the i n f l u e n c e s which strengthened h i s c h a r a c t e r . On the one 

hand, t h e r e f o r e , the more p o s i t i v e i n f l u e n c e from h i s f a m i l y 

(Chapter 2 ) , h i s t e a c h e r s (Chapter 3) and h i s c u l t u r a l context 

(esp. Chapters 4 and 8) w i l l be examined. 

On the other hand, N e i l l ' s "darkness" w i l l be f r e q u e n t l y be 

returned t o . A s p o t l i g h t w i l l be shone on h i s e a r l y t e n s i o n s 

(Chapters 2 and 3 ) , through h i s Indian s t r e s s e s (Chapter 4 ) , h i s 

"genuinely human w r i t i n g " i n Geneva (Chapter 6) and the 

beginning of h i s h e a l i n g i n Cambridge (Chapter 7 ) . 

A t h i r d and " e x p r e s s i v e " approach w i l l a c t as a f u r t h e r 

u n i f y i n g f o r c e i n a t h e s i s which w i l l i n e v i t a b l y cover a l a r g e 

amount of ground. T h i s window i n t o N e i l l ' s world w i l l concen­

t r a t e more on " e x t e r n a l s " such as h i s message and h i s methods. 

Here was a man n a t u r a l l y g i f t e d a t expressing himself through a 

v a r i e t y of media. Both h i s content, or t o borrow George 

Lindbeck's c a t e g o r i e s , h i s "cognitive p r o p o s i t i o n a l understand­

in g s " , and h i s methods or "expressive" techniques w i l l be 

s t u d i e d . [ 5 ] The reason f o r f o c u s s i n g on what many would see as 

merely "techniques" i s to d i s c o v e r f u r t h e r ways of going beneath 

the simple n a r r a t i v e of h i s l i f e . 

Hopefully, by examining h i s techniques of c u l t u r a l l y 

appropriate or r h e t o r i c a l l y s k i l l f u l communication, h i s deepest 

c o n v i c t i o n s w i l l be f u r t h e r uncovered. Thus, both the c e n t r a l 
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content of W e i l l ' s message and h i s method of e x p r e s s i n g i t w i l l 

be i n t e g r a t e d or placed i n t o the context of h i s l i f e - s t o r y . 

T h i s work of i n t e g r a t i o n leads to questions such a s , " I n 

what ways d i d he become more s e n s i t i v e to h i s audience and more 

r e f i n e d i n h i s p r e s e n t a t i o n through the r i g o u r s of p r a c t i c a l 

experience?" and "Why d i d h i s b a s i c methods of e x p r e s s i n g 

himself remain p r i m a r i l y the same throughout h i s l i f e ? " and most 

fundamentally "Why was he committed to communicating the Gospel 

throughout h i s l i f e ? " T h i s p a s s i o n can be seen not only i n h i s 

t h e o r e t i c a l r e s e a r c h i n Cambridge on the s u b j e c t of e x p r e s s i n g 

the "euangelion" i n an a l i e n c u l t u r e (Chapter 3 ) , but a l s o , even 

more c l e a r l y , by h i s t i r e l e s s attempts to put t h i s theory i n t o 

p r a c t i c e i n an I n d i a n context (Chapters 4 and 5) as w e l l as 

amongst students a c r o s s the world (Chapter 6 ) . 

T h i s c e a s e l e s s o r a l and w r i t t e n a c t i v i t y throws up a 

number of q u e s t i o n s . F i r s t , why d i d he f i n d i t n e c e s s a r y to 

v e r b a l i z e h i s f a i t h and thus a c t as a spokesperson? Secondly, 

does t h i s e x p r e s s i v e - c e n t r e d f a i t h d e r i v e from a p e r s o n a l need 

to win an audience, a t h e o l o g i c a l b e l i e f i n the supremacy of the 

word or a c o n v i c t i o n t h a t t h i s was the most e f f e c t i v e and 

appropriate way f o r him to l i v e out h i s f a i t h ? T h i r d l y , d i d h i s 

underlying message r a d i c a l l y change as he grew i n knowledge and 

experience? 

I n s h o r t , i s i t p o s s i b l e to see a common theme running 

through h i s work as a missionary i n I n d i a (Chapter 4 and 5 ) , as 

a ecumenist i n Geneva (Chapter 6 ) , as a h i s t o r i a n i n Hamburg 



(Chapter 7 ) , as an educator i n Nairobi (Chapter 8) and as 

s c h o l a r i n Oxford (Chapter 9)? I s he more than simply a h a b i t ­

u a l v e r b a l i s e r who found h i s s e c u r i t y and value i n o r a l or 

w r i t t e n expression? 

N e i l l l i v e d through a period when, i n the words of 

Mclntyre, t h e r e was a " r a d i c a l reassessment" of how to 

understand and express a C h r i s t - c e n t r e d f a i t h which put "an 

e x c l u s i v e emphasis upon the absolute s i g n i f i c a n c e of Jesus 

C h r i s t " . [ 6 ] Nevertheless, i n s p i t e of the scept^sm encountered 

i n Cambridge (Chapter 3 ) , the questions of Bultmann (Chapter 7 ) , 

and the a s s e r t i o n s of Hick (Chapter 9 ) , N e i l l maintained a s t y l e 

which expressed the t h e o l o g i c a l v a l i d i t y of h i s own h i g h l y 

C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c f a i t h . As he grew o l d e r he became p r o g r e s s i v e l y 

more open to such new i d e a s , but u l t i m a t e l y he does not appear 

to have been r a d i c a l l y a f f e c t e d £GIMSUJ> s><*ck a^s Bultmann or 

Hick. P a r t of the reason f o r t h i s may be found i n the 

"autobiographical", " p s y c h o l o g i c a l " or " e x p r e s s i v e " 

explanations, but u l t i m a t e l y h i s t h e o l o g i c a l "conservatism" must 

be explained i n the context of our f o u r t h approach. 

The f o u r t h " t h e o l o g i c a l " approach, which has c e r t a i n 

p a r a l l e l s w ith a technique p r a i s e d by Samuel Coleridge, w i l l be 

an attempt to uncover the c e n t r a l foundation stones of N e i l l ' s 

l i f e . [ 7 ] I f h i s l i f e s t o r y , h i s i n t e r n a l development, and h i s 

way of e x p r e s s i n g himself only make complete sense i n the l i g h t 

of h i s t h e o l o g i c a l b e l i e f s , then i t i s v i t a l to t r a c e , d e f i n e 

and a s s e s s them. I n sh o r t , to answer s u c c e s s f u l l y 
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explanatory questions such as "Why was he the way t h a t he was?" 

or "Why d i d he express himself i n the way t h a t he did ? " or "Why 

di d he b e l i e v e what he d i d ? " one needs to turn to a 

t h e o l o g i c a l l y - b a s e d e x p l a n a t i o n . 

I t i s n e i t h e r enough to b u i l d an explanation of N e i l l out 

of a c l e a r t e l l i n g of N e i l l ' s s t o r y , an imaginative "disengage­

ment" from our own p e c u l i a r point of view, and a stepping i n t o 

h i s autobiography, nor develop an empathy f o r h i s i n t e r n a l 

t e n s i o n s , nor even to ana l y s e the content and methods of h i s 

ex p r e s s i o n . The Conclusion w i l l argue t h a t these approaches can 

never i n d i v i d u a l l y provide a comprehensive explanation of N e i l l . 

t h a t to gi v e a f a i r account of the man i t i s ne c e s s a r y to view 

him from as many angles as p o s s i b l e . W h i l s t i t would be p o s s i ­

b l e to i n t e r p r e t him sole|y from a b i o g r a p h i c a l , p y s c h o l o g i c a l , 

or r h e t o r i c a l viewpoint i t would c r e a t e an incomplete p i c t u r e . 

As a consequence of pro v i d i n g the f i r s t extended b i o g r a p h i c a l 

account of h i s l i f e combined with these h e u r i s t i c d e v i c e s the 

main t e x t of t h i s t h e s i s i s over f i f t y f i v e thousand words long. 

Hopefully t h i s extended length w i l l do j u s t i c e to the man 

and so c r e a t e an adequate f i n a l p i c t u r e . To do t h i s i t i s a l s o 

n e c e s s a r y to see beyond the brokenness and b r i l l i a n c e of N e i l l 

to the t h e o l o g i c a l themes which f u r t h e r e x p l a i n h i s l i f e and 

work. I t may be d i f f i c u l t to i d e n t i f y a r e c u r r i n g t h e o l o g i c a l 

tune, e s p e c i a l l y i n the work of a man who appears a t one moment 

to p l a y out L a t o u r e t t e ' s C h r i s t i a n Understanding of H i s t o r y and 

In other words, t h i s t h e s i s i s on the supposition 
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then a t the next to echo some of Bultmann's song as heard i n The 

C h r i s t i a n F a i t h and H i s t o r y . r 8 1 Nevertheless, i n order to 

e x p l a i n f u l l y the " N e i l l phenomenon" i t i s c r u c i a l both to 

i d e n t i f y and mark out h i s own p e c u l i a r theme tune. 

I s O l i v e r S c a l l a n c o r r e c t when he a s s e r t s t h a t "the thread 

running through the l i f e of N e i l l i s , to use the t i t l e of one of 

h i s books, The C a l l to Mission"T91 or i s i t more appropriate to 

argue with Tim Yeats t h a t " C h r i s t as Truth of God runs l i k e a 

s i l v e r thread through a l l h i s t h e o l o g i c a l and m i s s i o l o g i c a l 

e n t e r p r i s e " ? [ 1 0 ] 

Th i s t h e s i s attempts to a s s e s s whether there i s a s i n g l e 

t h e o l o g i c a l thread which runs through and e x p l a i n s N e i l l ' s 

l i f e . Or, to change the metaphor, i s the " s t a i r c a s e " of h i s 

l i f e b u i l t on a s i n g l e , unchanging foundation? 
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Understanding of H i s t o r y , (p.46-66.) t h a t the " d i s t i n c t i v e l y 

C h r i s t i a n Understanding of H i s t o r y c e n t e r s upon h i s t o r i c a l 

occurrences" and t h a t " i n J e s u s of Nazareth, God once f o r a l l 

d i s c l o s e d Himself and acted d e c i s i v e l y " . ( p . 52.) T h i s stands i n 

marked c o n t r a s t to Rudolf Bultmann's argument i n The C h r i s t i a n 
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Chapter 2s Beginnings (1900-19) 

My upbringing as a c h i l d and during my 

school days was what would now be c a l l e d 

d i s t i n c t l y V i c t o r i a n and old-fashioned..... 

The r e s u l t of t h i s upbringing was t h a t when 

I went up to Cambridge, I found myself v e r y 

much out of touch with what was then the 

modern world.[1] 

W e i l l ' s d e s c r i p t i o n of h i s "upbringing" provokes a number of 

que s t i o n s , not only about l i f e a t home and scho o l , but a l s o 

about h i s r e l a t i o n to the "modern world". F i r s t , how f a r was 

he i n f l u e n c e d by the "world of change" which c h a r a c t e r i s e s so 

much of the l a t e 19th and e a r l y 20th century? Secondly, was 

he merely a c h i l d of a " d i s t i n c t l y V i c t o r i a n and old-fashioned" 

environment? I n other words, was he a boy trapped i n a "world 

of t r a d i t i o n " , which was maintained by h i s parents and r e i n ­

forced by h i s t e a c h e r s ? T h i r d l y , how f a r d i d the "world of 

c o n f l i c t " impinge on t h i s b r i l l i a n t c h i l d ? 

F i n a l l y , were the seeds of h i s r e c u r r i n g "darkness", h i s 

pas s i o n f o r expre s s i o n , and h i s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c a s s e r t i o n s 

planted a t t h i s time? I f they were, d i d they come from the 

"world of change", the "world of t r a d i t i o n " or the "world of 

c o n f l i c t ? " T h i s chapter w i l l explore these three worlds as 

N e i l l moves from i n f a n c y to adolescence v i a childhood. 
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a) World of Change 

Stephen N e i l l was born i n t o a world of change, on the l a s t 

day of 1900. The population was i n c r e a s i n g . The towns were 

expanding. I n d u s t r i e s were developing. Science was moving 

forward. The c u r t a i n s were c l o s i n g on the V i c t o r i a n age. From 

an A n g l o - c e n t r i c p o s i t i o n some of the dreams of the Great 

E x h i b i t i o n of 1851 were becoming a r e a l i t y . W e i l l was but one 

of a growing population which had expanded from under 14 

m i l l i o n i n 1831, to over 32 m i l l i o n i n 1901. The land of 

v i l l a g e s had been transformed i n t o a land of towns. 

Even Edinburgh, the c i t y of h i s b i r t h , was enjoying the 

second wave of the i n d u s t r i a l r e v o l u t i o n . E l e c t r i c i t y and 

improved t r a n s p o r t a t i o n were i t s newly dis c o v e r e d d r i v i n g 

f o r c e s . The f o l l o w i n g y e a r Marconi sent the f i r s t w i r e l e s s 

message a c r o s s the A t l a n t i c , Mme Cur i e d i s c o v e r e d t h a t r a d i o ­

a c t i v e atoms were unstable and t h e i r d i s i n t e g r a t i o n could lead 

to a r e l e a s e of energy. Atomic P h y s i c s was thus born. "The 

19th century ended with a fundamental and r e v o l u t i o n a r y change 

i n the p h y s i c a l s c i e n c e s . " [ 1 ] 1901 a l s o saw not only the death 

of Queen V i c t o r i a , "The Empress of I n d i a " , but a l s o ^the b i r t h 

of the ILP (Independent Labour Party ) . 

Yet though the spread of democratic i d e a s , s c i e n t i f i c 

advance, i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n , u r b a n i s a t i o n , and population explo­

s i o n , may have a f f e c t e d N e i l l ' s l i f e s t y l e , i t does not appear 

to have changed h i s own view of the world. I n h i s own words, 
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c i t e d a t the opening of t h i s chapter, he was "out of touch w i t h 

what was then the modern world". The reason why he was w i l l be 

d i s c u s s e d i n the f o l l o w i n g s e c t i o n , e n t i t l e d "World of T r a d i ­

t i o n " . 

Only l a t e r would he d e s c r i b e , a nalyse, and a s s e s s the 

"modern world"? and then, i t was often to ask questions such 

as s "Why d i d the Church not l i v e up to the o p t i m i s t i c expecta­

t i o n s of the V i c t o r i a n E r a ? " The mature N e i l l ' s answers demon­

s t r a t e not only how he would become more " i n touch" w i t h 

"modern world", but a l s o more open to i t s changes. 

I n C h r i s t , His Church, and His World a Lenten Book w r i t t e n 

almost h a l f a century a f t e r h i s b i r t h , h i s a n a l y s i s of the 

Church's d e c l i n e begins w i t h the I n d u s t r i a l Revolution. T h i s 

caught "the Church unawares and unprepared." [2] C h a r a c t e r i s t i ­

c a l l y , he goes deeper than changes i n " s o c i a l and economic 

c o n d i t i o n s " as explanations of the "cause of r e l i g i o n going by 

d e f a u l t " . [ 3 ] He a l s o g r a p h i c a l l y d e s c r i b e s the f i v e waves of 

a "grand a s s a u l t " . The most important changes he p e r c e i v e s a r e 

to be found i n the world of i d e a s . He draws most of h i s e v i ­

dence from v a r i o u s seminal books. 

He takes h i s r e a d e r s on a t y p i c a l high speed review of 

works such as D.F.Strauss's L i f e of C h r i s t (1846; £^ki£W»fcw), 

K a r l Marx and F r i e d r i c h E n gels' The Communist Manifesto (1848) 

L y e l l ' s P r i n c i p l e s of Geology (1871), Darwin's O r i g i n of Spe­

c i e s (1859), T y l o r ' s P r i m i t i v e C u l t u r e (1871) and Freud's 

R e l i g i o n , the Future of an I l l u s i o n . 

These works r e p r e s e n t the changing agendas brought about 
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by the development of h i s t o r i c a l c r i t i c i s m , the proclamation 

of the Communist i d e a l , the emancipation of s c i e n c e , the 

comparative study of r e l i g i o n s and b i r t h of modern psychology. 

Such comprehensive c i t a t i o n not only points to a widely read 

academic able t o make i n t e r - d i s c i p l i n a r y connections, but a l s o 

a man who had become i n c r e a s i n g l y " i n touch" w i t h some of the 

c a t a l y s t s which changed many peoples' view of the world. 

Nevertheless, i t took him some time t o recognise t h a t he 

was born not only i n t o a changing s o c i a l order, but a l s o i n t o a 

European s o c i e t y where a growing number of the i n t e l l e c t u a l 

e l i t e were viewing the world i n the l i g h t of new evidence, 

and new d i s c o v e r i e s . I n the mature N e i l l ' s eyes t h e i r c o n c l u ­

s i o n s d i s t u r b e d and challenged orthodoxy? " I n the y e a r s t h a t 

followed 1860, C h r i s t i a n s were almost i n a s t a t e of p a n i c " . [ 4 ] 

There i s , however, no evidence to suggest t h a t such " a s s a u l t s " 

and subsequent "panic" had an impact on N e i l l as a c h i l d or 

ado l e s c e n t . 

The younger N e i l l would probably have been s u r p r i s e d i f , 

by some t r i c k of time, he found himself reading h i s own de­

s c r i p t i o n and a n a l y s i s of the o r i g i n s of t h i s "panic". Both 

the l o c a t i o n and the c h a r a c t e r s would have been u n f a m i l i a r . The 

mature N e i l l i n v i t e s h i s readers a c r o s s the channel f o r a 

si d e l o n g glance a t the German Enlightenment. He begins a t 

"small and remote Konigsberg". There "Master Immanuel Kant 

(1724-1804) s a t and brooded on a l l the m y s t e r i e s of thought and 

ex i s t e n c e ? having destroyed metaphysics with one hand he pro­

ceeded to b u i l d i t up with the o t h e r " . [ 5 ] Here perhaps i s the 
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"founder and c r e a t o r of modern philosophy".[6] He continues on 

to Heidelberg and B e r l i n , b r i e f l y i n t r o d u c i n g Georg Wilhelm 

F r i e d r i c h Hegel (1770-1831) and F r i e d r i c h D a n i e l E r n s t S c h l e -

iermacher (1768-1834). 

He does not use these names to mark out important German 

p h i l o s o p h e r s he has encountered, but r a t h e r as examples of a 

fundamental change i n the way of t h i n k i n g , d e s c r i b i n g i t as 

"the awakening of the c r i t i c a l s p i r i t i n a new form, and par­

t i c u l a r l y i n r e l a t i o n to the use and handling of h i s t o r i c a l 

evidence" [ 7 ] . The i m p l i c a t i o n i s c l e a r , once "the c r i t i c a l 

s p i r i t i s aroused, no boundaries could be s e t to the a r e a s to 

which i t could be a p p l i e d " . [ 8 ] The young N e i l l ' s " c r i t i c a l 

s p i r i t " appears i n i t i a l l y to have remained s l e e p i n g , p r o t e c t e d 

by the boundaries s e t by h i s parents and t e a c h e r s , s a f e from 

the questions provoked by t h i s new approach to " h i s t o r i c a l 

evidence". 

Hence i d e a s i n s p i r e d by t e c h n i c a l books such as 

D.F.Strauss's L i f e of J e s u s , and Renan's more popular, imagi­

n a t i v e L i f e of Jesus would have been a l i e n to the younger N e i l l 

even i n h i s f i r s t months a t Cambridge. T h i s change i n ways of 

t h i n k i n g and the development of a more " c r i t i c a l s p i r i t " l e d to 

books such as L i f e of Jesus where nothing was too s a c r e d to 

question. I n Anglicanism N e i l l notess 

Renan's f i r s t p r i n c i p l e was t h a t the super­

n a t u r a l must be discounted; Jesus was the 

Son of Man but He could not be i n any 

transcendent sense the son of God.[9] 
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The new ideas and questions asked on the continent were 

r e s t a t e d and developed i n works such as the Oxford=based work, 

Es s a y s and Reviews (1860). While the mature N e i l l might de­

s c r i b e and e x p l a i n these r a d i c a l approaches, he would r a r e l y 

echo t h e i r s c e p t i c a l c o n c l u s i o n s , 

Far more s i g n i f i c a n t f o r N e i l l would be the work produced 

from h i s f u t u r e home, T r i n i t y C ollege, Cambridge, by L i g h t f o o t , 

Westcott, and Hort. N e i l l o f t e n c i t e s them as an an t i d o t e to 

"the r i s i n g t i d e of c r i t i c i s m i n Germany" • [ 10] They dominate 

h i s chapter on 'New Testament and H i s t o r y ' , ( i n I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ) 

and are a l s o used as an example of how to walk the middle-way 

i n a "time of grave u n c e r t a i n t y " [ 11] a t the end of the 19th 

century. They r e j e c t e d both the "obscurantism which r e f u s e d to 

ask any ques t i o n s " as w e l l as the " r a t i o n a l i s m which was h a r d l y 

w i l l i n g t o admit the p o s s i b i l i t y of any answers." 

The frequency w i t h which these three appear i n N e i l l ' s 

work u n d e r l i n e s h i s deep r e s p e c t of t h e i r methods, achievements 

and goa l s . They faced "every a s s a u l t on the f a i t h without 

a n x i e t y and without resentment" [ 1 2 ] , seeking to d i s c o v e r the 

t r u t h , as " a l l t h e i r own work was based on a co n f i d e n t , 

reasoned, humble f a i t h i n Jesus C h r i s t " . [ 1 3 ] Such confidence 

i n t h e i r approach i l l u s t r a t e s how N e i l l stands with those who 

attempted to r e c o n s t r u c t on the rubble of the "grand a s s a u l t s " . 

Perhaps h i s l o y a l t y to what many would d e s c r i b e as a 

t r a d i t i o n a l and h i g h l y C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c f a i t h p a r t i a l l y d e r i v e s 

from h i s e a r l y s h i e l d i n g from the changing world i n t o which he 

was born. 
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How f a r and when he moves from the humble, but deep f a i t h 

of h i s p a r e n t s , t o the more questioning e x p l o r a t i o n s , 

represented by the T r i n i t y t r i u m v i r a t e and the German s c h o l a r s 

w i l l be examined l a t e r . Nevertheless, i t i s worth noting t h a t 

he was born i n t o a world of i n t e l l e c t u a l and s o c i a l change, a 

world where many t h e o l o g i c a l p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s were being 

questioned f o r the f i r s t time. As has been demonstrated., t h i s 

was a world t h a t o n l y l a t e r he would i n t e r p r e t . Even then h i s 

approach would be i n a h i g h l y l i t e r a r y , c e r e b r a l and 

d e s c r i p t i v e form. His somewhat d i s t a n t , even d e f e n s i v e 

a n a l y s i s , combined w i t h h i s "confident, reasoned, humble f a i t h 

i n J esus C h r i s t " may p a r t i a l l y be explained by the world of 

t r a d i t i o n a l e v a n g e l i c a l i s m i n which he was brought up. 

b) World of T r a d i t i o n 

The windows t h a t S t r a u s s and Darwin had opened, t h a t 

L i g h t f o o t , Westcott, and Hort peered through, were kept s e c u r e ­

l y c l o s e d by Stephen's parents, C h a r l e s and Margaret ( " D a i s y " ) . 

" C h a r l i e " had wanted to be a v i c a r , but h i s f o r c e f u l f a t h e r 

would have none of i t . He, t h e r e f o r e , became a doctor whose 

medical s k i l l s were but one p a r t of h i s job. "Although a layman 

and doctor, my f a t h e r was f i r s t and foremost a m i s s i o n a r y " , [ 1 4 ] 

the same was t r u e of h i s mother; to the end of t h e i r l i v e s both 

were "fundamentalists".[15] Stephen uses t h i s t i t l e cautiously 

r e c o g n i s i n g i t as an a n a c h r o n i s t i c d e s c r i p t i o n . 

He a l s o r e f e r s to t h i s l a b e l i n The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the 

New Testament 1861-1961, where he argues t h a t a t the time of 
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Essays,and_Reyiews (1860)s 

. . . . . . a l l good C h r i s t i a n s would be c a l l e d 

"fundamentalists". Whether i t was Mr Newman 

or Dr Pusey, Lord Shaftesbury o r Dean Clo s e , 

Gladstone or Dr Dale, t h e r e was ver y l i t t l e 

between them? a l l accorded the B i b l e an 

u n q u a l i f i e d reverence, and a l l b e l i e v e d t h a t 

i f i t s i n e r r a n c y were s u c c e s s f u l l y impugned, 

the whole C h r i s t i a n F a i t h would 

c o l l a p s e . [ 1 6 ] 

N e i l l here i s using an i m p r e s s i v e l y broad s e l e c t i o n of 

C h r i s t i a n s t o support h i s p o i n t . I f the term "fundamentalist" 

i s to be a p p l i e d to h i s p a r e n t s , i t seems f a i r e r to avoid the 

negative connotations and see them as c h i l d r e n of the V i c t o r i a n 

views d e s c r i b e d above. Neve r t h e l e s s , i n b e l i e f and l i t u r g i c a l 

p r a c t i c e they would stand much c l o s e r to Dean Close and Lord 

Shaftesbury than Mr Newman and Dr Pusey. N e i l l ' s parents were 

members of what could be l o o s e l y termed as the e v a n g e l i c a l 

community, w i t h i n which they were protected from the immediate 

impact of books such as O r i g i n of Species and Essay s and 

Reviews. I f these works do mark a new movement of d i s c o v e r y 

and questioning, they stand o u t s i d e i t . 

Admittedly, t h e i r response was not as informed or as 

extreme as Bishop W i l b e r f o r c e ' s a t t a c k on Huxley, or the ten 

thousand clergymen who signed a memorial condemning the e s s a y ­

i s t s . They could not see Darwinism, with the young Oxford 

w r i t e r s of Lux Mundi, as doing the "work of a f r i e n d " under the 
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" d i s g u i s e of a foe" .[17] Nor would they have been' a b l e to 

support C h a r l e s Gore's (1853-1932) acceptance of "the 

reasonable r e s u l t s of s c i e n t i f i c c r i t i c i s m " . [ 1 8 ] At the end of 

t h e i r l i v e s they s t i l l unashamedly viewed the world through 

l i t e r a l i s t i c b i b l i c a l s p e c t a c l e s . For them, to do anything 

e l s e was worse than a mere mistake, i t was s i n . Stephen 

r e b e l l e d a g a i n s t t h i s a t t i t u d e as an a d u l t , the s i n f o r him was 

not to f a c e the d i f f i c u l t questions w i t h i n t e g r i t y . 

His f a t h e r became more t r a d i t i o n a l as he grew o l d e r . A f t e r 

the age of f i f t y , u n l i k e h i s son Stephen, he r a r e l y read a 

book he d i d not agree w i t h . He was e v e n t u a l l y ordained, and as 

a "noted e v a n g e l i c a l , and because of h i s a c t i v i t y on the 

mission f i e l d " [ 1 9 ] was i n v i t e d to be s e c r e t a r y of the London 

Mission t o the Jews. T h i s i n t e r e s t i n m i s s i o n was complemented 

by concern f o r education. He was a l s o a prominent and a c t i v e 

governor of the e v a n g e l i c a l l y based foundation of Dean Clos e 

School. 

Stephen applauded h i s mother's s p i r i t u a l d i s c i p l i n e , which 

ensured an hour's e a r l y morning devotions, even i n the midst of 

a f r e e z i n g Edinburgh w i n t e r [ 2 0 ] . T h i s d i s c i p l i n e would 

extend t o her d u t i e s as a mother. She encouraged the young 

Stephen to say h i s prayers i n bed. He admits % 

Ours was a C h r i s t i a n Household. R e l i g i o n 

was present a l l the time, but I do not t h i n k 

i t obtruded.... God was the unseen mover of 

the household [ 2 1 ] . 

Stephen would both c o n s c i o u s l y and subconsciously have taken i n 
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much C h r i s t i a n i t y o His own d e s c r i p t i o n of l i f e a t home stands 

i n sharp c o n t r a s t with general the trends o u t s i d e t h i s 

" C h r i s t i a n Household". 

At the t u r n of the century England continued "to grow much 

more s e c u l a r " [22], The number of people who d i d not go to 

church was f a r l a r g e r i n 1901 than i n 1837. "The Sea of F a i t h " 

which was once f u l l , was continuing to withdraws 

R e t r e a t i n g , to the breath 

Of the night-wind, down the v a s t edges d r e a r 

And naked s h i n g l e s of the world.[23] 

The c o n s e r v a t i v e prime M i n i s t e r of 1901, Lord S a l i s b u r y , may 

have been a devout Anglican i n f l u e n c e d by the Oxford Movement, 

but he d i d not p©iA& f a m i l i e s back to the Church. There can be 

no doubt t h a t the " C h r i s t i a n Household" f a m i l i a r to N e i l l , was 

becoming a r a r e r phenomenon. 

I n t h i s household the windows onto Arnold's doubting, 

Harnack's l i b e r a l p r o t e s t a n t i s m , and T y r e l l ' s modernism were 

kept f i r m l y shut, but the door of "educated c o n v e r s a t i o n " [ 2 4 ] 

was often thrown open. Stephen b e l i e v e d h i s mother "had an 

extremely good general education" which went much f u r t h e r than 

the pious story-books she wrote f o r g i r l s . [25] W h i l s t the 

d e s i r e to keep up with h i s e l d e r brother and s i s t e r meant "he 

missed the n a t u r a l stages of growing up" [ 2 6 ] , i t probably 

advanced h i s development. He claims he never learned to read, 

he "simply found he could". 

He was not a product of Galsworthy's a r i s t o c r a c y , or 

L.P.Hartley's s t a t e l y home owners, but he c e r t a i n l y was not 
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p a r t of the 'submerged t e n t h ' . Nor d i d he have r e a l c ontact 

with the People of the Abyss r 2 7 1 , or hear the B i t t e r Cry of 

Outcast London T28"), or experience the L i f e and Labour of the 

People of London T291. L i k e most of the middle and upper 

c l a s s e s i n Edwardian England he would have been waited on by 

some of the 1,658,000 domestic s e r v a n t s . The wealth earned by 

h i s grandfather both i n A u s t r a l i a and through the wine-trade 

i n Europe ensured a f i n a n c i a l l y secure base and a comfortable 

standard of l i v i n g . 

On the s u r f a c e N e i l l appears to have had a happy and busy 

childhood. He was one of seven c h i l d r e n , a l l born between 1898 

and 1909. He was the t h i r d e l d e s t c h i l d , and second e l d e s t son 

of parents "devoted" to t h e i r c h i l d r e n ' s w e l f a r e . N e i l l l a t e r 

wrote t h a t they were a l l able to enjoy the "inestimable g i f t " 

[30] of h i s parents' happy and t r a d i t i o n a l marriage. 

There a r e , however, a number of l e s s p o s i t i v e i n f l u e n c e s 

which may e x p l a i n some of N e i l l ' s l a t e r d i f f i c u l t i e s . F i r s t , 

t h e r e was the "deep shyness" between h i s parents which "years 

and experience d i d l i t t l e to a l l e v i a t e " [ 3 1 ] . He b e l i e v e d , 

t h a t t h i s "old enemy", which sometimes haunted him, was passed 

on i n "double po r t i o n " from h i s parents. Secondly, there were 

p ^ c h o l o g i c a l i l l n e s s e s . His aunt, J u l i e Crawford was probably 

psychosomatic; he admits t h i s i s perhaps a p o i n t e r to an 

"element of i n s t a b i l i t y i n the f a m i l y " . [ 3 2 ] 

T h i s can be seen even more c l e a r l y i n N e i l l ' s f a t h e r , who 

was "never one to spare h i m s e l f . Driven on, perhaps, by some 

deep u n c e r t a i n t y about h i m s e l f , he found i t hard to cease from 
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work".[33] These words could e q u a l l y w e l l be a p p l i e d to h i s 

son Stephen, He too would grow i n t o a man who would "never 

spare h i m s e l f " and who "found i t hard t o cease from work". I n 

the autobiography a p i c t u r e emerges of h i s f a t h e r who w o r r i e s 

too much about h i s work, h i s family, and h i s f i n a n c e s . "This 

managed to produce a f a i r l y comprehensive breakdown, i n 

1913".[34] Nearly t h i r t y y e a r s l a t e r Stephen followed i n h i s 

f a t h e r ' s f o o t s t e p s , and a l s o had a breakdown, though 

f o r d i f f e r e n t reasons. 

I r o n i c a l l y , the money which brought s e c u r i t y , a l s o f a c i l i ­

t a t e d h i s f a t h e r ' s p r o p e n s i t y f o r t r a v e l . The "family odyssey 

which never r e a l l y ended u n t i l h i s death" [35] may have had an 

u n s e t t l i n g i n f l u e n c e on both f a t h e r and son. Stephen would 

a l s o l i v e a p e r i p a t e t i c and often r e s t l e s s l i f e . He b e l i e v e d 

h i s f a t h e r ' s constant movement was because " I n d i a was i n h i s 

h e a r t and h i s blood', and he could never s e t t l e down to the l i f e 

of England."[36]. Edinburgh, I n d i a , S w i t z e r l a n d , Cornwall 

( L i s k e a r d ) , Northern I r e l a n d (Lisbon-Usher Green), Cheltenham, 

Chiswick, Nutley, L i s k e a r d , and Mt.Sorrow, were some of the 

N e i l l s ' r e s i d e n c e s . The theology may not have changed much, 

but the scenery c e r t a i n l y d i d . On the one hand, there was the 

s t a b i l i t y of a l a r g e c a r i n g family, w h i l s t on the other t h e r e 

was the u n s e t t l i n g constant movement. 

T h i s t e n s i o n between change and t r a d i t i o n i s a l s o v i s i b l e 

i n h i s f a m i l y h i s t o r y which dominates the e a r l y pages of 

N e i l l ' s f u l l autobiography. The f a m i l y t r e e i s drawn i n a l l 

i t s g l o r y . A range of roots i s uncovered. Perhaps t h i s 

22 



d e l v i n g backwards i s p a r t l y a search f o r s t a b i l i t y . Both h i s 

grandfathers make a f a s c i n a t i n g c o n t r a s t . On the N e i l l s i d e , 

the Irishman who had a " c a p r i c i o u s and v i o l e n t temper"[37], 

was a l s o a h i g h l y s u c c e s s f u l business man, working even i n 

A u s t r a l i a . 

On h i s mother's s i d e , James Monro c o l l e c t e d th- Edinburgh 

U n i v e r s i t y gold medal i n philosophy. His " e x t r a o r d i n a r y 

a b i l i t y " [ 3 8 ] , took him high i n Indian c i v i l s e r v i c e , and i n 

s p i t e of being forced t o r e s i g n t h i s post, he would go even 

higher i n the Metropolitan p o l i c e f o r c e . He was t h e i r 

commissioner p i c k i n g up the p i e c e s a f t e r the Ripper debacle, 

and i s reputed to have saved the Queen's l i f e . He dressed so 

w e l l , he even found h i m s e l f c a r i c a t u r e d i n Punch, but he aJ.so 

r i s k e d s e t t i n g up an independent medical mission i n I n d i a . 

Stephen's parents met i n Edinburgh, but, grew i n t o love 

i n I n d i a , i n the middle of a Bengali c u l t u r e . The a c t i v i s t 

N e i l l s , fishermen and yachtsmen, were thus united with the more 

r e f l e c t i v e , l i t e r a r y c l a n of Monro's. A c t i v i s m and r e f l e c t i o n , 

two s i d e s perhaps, of the same Stephen N e i l l c o i n . 

As medical m i s s i o n a r i e s they were prepared to t r a v e l and 

on some l e v e l s r i s k changing c u l t u r e s . They put t h e i r medical 

s k i l l s to f u l l use, but were a l s o keen to preach i n B e n g a l i t o 

the w a i t i n g l i n e s of p a t i e n t s . How t r a d i t i o n a l t h e i r methods 

were, i s open to debate. Nevertheless, c r o s s i n g c o n t i n e n t a l 

d i v i d e s , whether f o r f i n a n c i a l gain or evangelism, were p a r t of 

the f a m i l y t r a d i t i o n . From the beginning Stephen was brought 

up i n a f a m i l y t h a t looked not simply beyond the Channel and 
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Alps, but a l s o a c r o s s the I n d i a n Ocean, " I n the" whole of t h i s 

n a r r a t i v e I n d i a i s the background and i n a sense I n d i a i s the 

hero".[39] 

W h i l s t he had no r e c o l l e c t i o n s of I n d i a from h i s f i r s t 

t r i p a t the age of one, he would grow to love t h i s country. He 

would not however become so caught up i n h i s own p a s s i o n or the 

mis s i o n a r y z e a l of h i s par e n t s , t h a t he was unable to question 

t h i s t r a d i t i o n of work i n In d i a s 

I t was d i f f i c u l t f o r the missionary not to 

be a f f e c t e d by the un p l e a s a n t l y b l a t a n t 

i m p e r i a l i s m of the nineteenth century, not 

to assume what was good f o r the West must 

n e c e s s a r i l y be good f o r I n d i a a l s o , not to 

accept without question the s u p e r i o r i t y of 

western to e a s t e r n man...[40] 

I f he was p a r t l y a product of " b l a t a n t i m p e r i a l i s m " , and 

mis s i o n a r y fervour, what f r e e d him l a t e r to l i s t e n humbly to 

the I n d i a n c u l t u r e s , to s t e p back from the t r a d i t i o n s of the 

V i c t o r i a n age, and to d i f f e r e n t i a t e between "the f l a g " and "the 

c r o s s " ? Such a movement and development of a " c r i t i c a l s p i r i t " 

demonstrates he was not simply f o l l o w i n g i n the fo o t s t e p s of 

h i s f a t h e r . P a r t of the explanation of Stephen's own changes 

and development of a d i s t i n c t i v e i d e n t i t y l i e s i n h i s c a r e e r 

a t school. 

c) World of C o n f l i c t 

The world of change and the world of t r a d i t i o n would 
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c o l l i d e both a t home and a t Dean Close School. W h i l s t the 

" C h r i s t i a n " nations were f i g h t i n g the war to end a l l w a r s [ 4 1 ] , 

W e i l l ' s eyes would be f u r t h e r opened to the world of books and 

the world of f a i t h . Did the "moving passages"[42] of P l a t o and 

the " e v a n g e l i c a l enthusiasm which tended to swamp the school" 

[43] p r o t e c t him from the world of c o n f l i c t ? Or was i t during 

h i s seven y e a r s a t Dean Close (1912-1919) t h a t the seeds of 

e x p l o r a t i o n were planted? Was i t the War i t s e l f t h a t drove 

him to f a c e the world of c o n f l i c t and change? 

The d e c l a r a t i o n of war (4 August 1914) came l a t e a t nigh t 

during the hot summer h o l i d a y s . At f i r s t i t made l i t t l e imme­

d i a t e impact. He assumed with h i s f a m i l y s 

t h a t c i v i l war had broken out i n I r e l a n d . I t 

had not occurred to us t h a t the murder of an 

obscure A u s t r i a n Archduke f a r away could 

a f f e c t the d e s t i n y of a l l of us f o r ever and 

ever.[44] 

Such an a t t i t u d e was by no means uncommon and r e f l e c t s the 

widespread s u r p r i s e a t the c r o s s i n g of B r i t i s h and German 

swords. L i k e f a m i l y and school the young N e i l l seems to have 

been more concerned by the " v i o l e n t a c t i v i t i e s " [45] of the 

s u f f r a g e t t e s , whose a c t i o n s were not w e l l r e c e i v e d a t home or 

i n the school debating s o c i e t y . [ 4 6 ] L i k e w i s e , the great 

s t r i k e s of 1911 and 1912 made an " i n d e l i b l e impression" on h i s 

mind.[47] 

These questions such as "whether the U n i o n i s t s would use 

for c e i n I r e l a n d , whether the s t r i k e r s would use t h e i r indus-
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t r i a l muscle.....-whether the m i l i t a n t s u f f r a g e t t e s would make 

the men surrender," [48] r a t h e r than the out break of war i n i ­

t i a l l y absorbed the N e i l l s , the school's and the nation's 

i n t e r e s t . He claimed, however, to go beyond these common 

preoccupations to a p e r c e p t i v e a n a l y s i s of the i m p l i c a t i o n s of 

the v i o l a t i o n of Belgium's n e u t r a l i t y . [ 4 9 ] There seems to be 

no reason t o doubt the s e l f - p o r t r a y a l t h a t emerges i n h i s 

autobiography of a reasonably well-informed t h i r t e e n y e a r o l d . 

T h i s awareness of the wider world can o n l y have been 

heightened by the impact of the war upon the s c h o o l . The i n i ­

t i a l excitement grounded i n the expectation i t would a l l be 

over by Christmas, was soon re p l a c e d by a f e a r f u l r e a l i s a t i o n 

t h a t the ' l o v e l y war' had turned sour. I t i s hard to imagine 

the impact upon adolescents of saying good-bye to f r i e n d s a t 

the end of the summer term, and r e t u r n i n g to d i s c o v e r they had 

died i n a c t i o n . [50] By the end of the war over 120 Old 

Deaconians had l o s t t h e i r l i v e s i n a c t i o n . Many more of the 

700 who e n l i s t e d were c r i p p l e d f o r l i f e . 

News of these c a s u a l t i e s would have been doubly p a i n f u l i n 

"a school which had always been run so much as a c l o s e - k n i t 

f amily concern."[51] The f i n a l n a t i o n a l f a t a l i t y t o l l was 

t h r e e - q u a r t e r s of a m i l l i o n , rTvcu'uj from amongst the 

"gentlemen of England".[52] Nearly one i n ten Edwardian men 

under f o r t y - f i v e was k i l l e d , and another one i n f i v e was 

wounded. [53] These f i g u r e s must have been made more 

d i s t u r b i n g f o r N e i l l by the weekly reading out of those Old 

boys or masters who had l o s t t h e i r l i v e s . As the war dragged 
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on a growing number from t h i s l i s t of death would- have been 

p e r s o n a l l y known to him= 

tremely g r u e l l i n g , e s p e c i a l l y when the men-servants disappeared 

i n t o m i l i t a r y s e r v i c e . Add to t h i s a poor d i e t , which in c l u d e d 

h a l f - s l i c e s of a " g r e y i s h substance" c a l l e d bread and de­

s c r i b e d by N e i l l as " n a s t i e r than anything e l s e I have ever 

eaten" [ 5 4 ] , and i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t epidemics raged, and 

N e i l l h i m s e l f developed a s c i a t i c d i s o r d e r . Both brothers were 

a l s o s t r u c k but not moved by the " i n c r e a s e of m i l i t a r y d r i l l 

and t r a i n i n g " . [ 5 5 ] 

The war i n e v i t a b l y put considerable s t r e s s upon the s t a f f 

who remained. The head-master f o r example, W i l l i a m F l e c k e r , 

had to cope with the wounding of h i s son and the l o s s of both 

h i s c o l l e a g u e s and h i s d i g n i t y . [ 5 6 ] The world of c o n f l i c t thus 

ensured shortage of s t a f f , of food and of freedom. School l i f e 

have been a haven compared to the mud f i l l e d t renches of 

France, but i t s t i l l l e f t many p u p i l s , i n c l u d i n g N e i l l , hungry 

and over-worked. Here, through the i n c r e a s i n g p r e s s u r e s and 

te n s i o n s w i t h i n t h i s s m a l l community, of j u s t under t h r e e 

hundred people, was a rude awakening to the world o u t s i d e . 

What e l s e would f o r c e him to fa c e t h i s world of c o n f l i c t ? 

Perhaps the world of the l i b r a r y and of books provided a 

welcome escape f o r the shy N e i l l . Dean Clo s e , l i k e other 

independent schools of the age, put gre a t s t r e s s upon "adher­

ence to the c l a s s i c a l c urriculum" [ 5 7 ] . I t was i n t h i s context 

h i s eyes were opened to a new worlds 

P h y s i c a l c o n d i t i o n s a t school &££jism^ ta A/a/// ,become ex-
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One of the great moments i n my l i f e was when 

he [Edam Ellam, h i s c l a s s i c s ' t e a c h e r ] read 

aloud the c l o s i n g passages of the Phaedo on 

the death of S o c r a t e s , amongst the most 

moving passages i n the whole of human 

l i t e r a t u r e . [ 5 8 ] 

Thus he became what he would s t a y f o r the r e s t of h i s l i f e , a 

"Plato worshipper".[59] Why was t h i s passage so moving f o r 

N e i l l ? Did he perhaps i d e n t i f y with the o u t c a s t ugly i n t e l l e c ­

t u a l who cared l i t t l e f o r h i s appearance, but much f o r h i s 

philosophy? Were t h e r e p a r a l l e l s between the Jip©_rfca_ which 

placed so much importance on p h y s i c a l f i t n e s s , s p o r t i n g e x c e l ­

l ence, and m i l i t a r y t r a i n i n g and the atmosphere of Dean C l o s e ? 

Or d i d he stand with S o c r a t e s ' weeping f r i e n d s , who - were 

u s u a l l y confined by s o c i a l convention to hide t h e i r f e e l i n g s ? 

T h i s account of S o c r a t e s ' l a s t day i n p r i s o n i s more than 

a t r i b u t e to a noble death, i t i s an attempt to encourage by 

every means a b e l i e f i n the immortality of the s o u l . The calm 

confident death of "the b r a v e s t . . the w i s e s t and the most up­

r i g h t man"[60] who had argued f o r the immortality of the s o u l , 

has obvious l i n k s w ith another innocent s u f f e r e r . Perhaps t h i s 

scene i n P h l i u s ( a l i t t l e town i n the nor t h - e a s t of the Pel o -

ponese) a l s o took h i s mind to Jerusalem and another more grue­

some death scene, to which h i s parents and h i s t e a c h e r s would 

often have pointed him. 

I t was t h i s second scene t h a t would prevent him from 

c o n t r a c t i n g "out of the world and people and t h i n g s , and s e t -
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t l i n g to l i v e only i n the world of books and of 

imagination".[ 61] I n r e t r o s p e c t he saw t h i s as a r e a l dan­

ger, and he cla i m s i t was because j u s t before the war he 

became a C h r i s t i a n t h a t he was free d from such escapism. 

He d i d not experience b l i n d i n g l i g h t s on the Damascus 

Road, nor an e x e g e t i c a l breakthrough i n a tower, nor even a 

"heart s t r a n g e l y warmed" on a s t r e e t corner, he could r e c a l l no 

"emotional accompaniment" t o h i s conversion. [62] He had not 

needed t o w i t n e s s stonings, nor s t r u g g l e with l e c t u r i n g on the 

Psalms, nor c r o s s the A t l a n t i c care of the Moravians. I n s t e a d , 

w h i l s t c o n v a l e s c i n g a t School, he considered the i m p l i c a t i o n s 

of C h r i s t ' s deaths 

As I was l y i n g i n bed, i t occured to me 

t h a t , i f i t was t. .e, as I had every reason 

to b e l i e v e , t h a t C h r i s t had died f o r my 

s i n s , the r e s t of my l i f e could not be spent 

i n any other way than i n g r a t e f u l and 

adoring s e r v i c e of the One who had wrought 

t h a t i n e s t i m a b l e b e n e f i t . F i f t y - s e v e n y e a r s 

l a t e r I see no way of improving on t h a t 

d i s c o v e r y . [ 6 3 ] 

W h i l s t t h i s p o r t r a y a l was w r i t t e n towards the end of h i s l i f e , 

an experience "so much more important than anything e l s e " [ 6 4 ] 

i s u n l i k e l y t o have been r a d i c a l l y misrepresented, e s p e c i a l l y 

by a man w i t h such an e x c e p t i o n a l memory. [65] His d e c i s i o n 

appears to be rooted i n an o b j e c t i v e h i s t o r i c a l event, which he 
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reasons, r a t h e r than f e e l s to be t r u e . 

T h i s s p e c i f i c understanding of the i m p l i c a t i o n s of the 

atonement was a doorway i n t o a general awareness of God's 

presence. I n other words a r a t i o n a l c o n c l u s i o n l e d him to a 

new f e e l i n g . The P a u l i n e language he uses here i s s i g n i f i c a n t 

not simply because i t r e f l e c t s the Keswick s t r a i n of 

e v a n g e l i c a l s p i r i t u a l i t y , but a l s o as i t provides an i n s i g h t 

i n t o W e i l l ' s motivation. The f a c t C h r i s t d i e d f o r him de­

manded an i n d i v i d u a l response - a l i f e of s e r v i c e . For N e i l l , 

even a t t h i s e a r l y stage, yesterday's events combined with 

today's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n were c e n t r a l to h i s f a i t h . God had 

acted thus he too must a c t . 

I n e v i t a b l y the boy N e i l l was i n f l u e n c e d by h i s environ­

ment. The Jesus he p e r c e i v e d may have been c l o t h e d i n a 

V i c t o r i a n e v a n g e l i c a l g u i s e , but he was s t i l l f r e e to ignore 

him. The headmaster's son who was from a s i m i l a r background 

d i d e x a c t l y t h a t , denying h i s f a m i l y name and h i s f a m i l y 

f a i t h . [ 6 6 ] N e i l l on the other hand, chose not to, and i n s t e a d 

based h i s f a i t h i n God, on Jesus the C h r i s t who had a c t e d i n 

h i s t o r y . T h i s personal experience, combined with h i s love f o r 

c l a s s i c a l h i s t o r y may p a r t l y e x p l a i n h i s l a t e r c r i t i c i s m s of 

Bultmann [67] and Barth [ 6 8 ] , who i n h i s eyes and i n d i f f e r e n t 

ways d i d not give enough importance to the Jesus of H i s t o r y . 

The agenda may have been s e t by those around him, the 

t o o l s he used may have been borrowed, but the d e c i s i o n to 

f o l l o w was h i s . I t would be too easy to c a r i c a t u r e h i s v a r i o u s 

stages of f a i t h i n order to f i t them i n t o a neat p a t t e r n . [69] 
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He seems even a t t h i s e a r l y stage to go beyond the convention­

a l . At 14 he decided to read a chapter of the Greek New T e s t a ­

ment every day. By 15 he claimed to have taught himself 

Hebrew and to be able to read "without d i f f i c u l t y the s i m p l e r 

p a r t s of the Old Testament."[70] 

His conversion, h i s growing i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w ith the c l a s ­

s i c a l world, h i s f a s c i n a t i o n f o r words, h i s f a c i l i t y w i t h 

languages, and h i s love of reading combined to draw him i n t o 

the world of primary s o u r c e s . [ 7 1 ] T h i s unique s y n t h e s i s of 

s k i l l s enabled him to make independent d e c i s i o n s , to begin to 

think o r i g i n a l l y and so step back from h i s own environment. 

T h i s was f a c i l i t a t e d by c e r t a i n members of s t a f f . The 

c h a p l a i n (John A. Luce) was a "steadying and s t a b i l i z i n g 

i n f l u e n c e amid the waves of e v a n g e l i c a l enthusiasm".[72] L i k e ­

wise, Tom Cooper l e n t W e i l l many books, such as W i l l i a m James' 

V a r i e t i e s of R e l i g i o u s Experience (The 1901-2 G i f f o r d 

L e c t u r e s ) . T h i s "daring n a t u r a l i s t i c view of the f a c t s of 

r e l i g i o n " [ 73 ] was d e s c r i b e d by N e i l l as "one of the most 

impressive books I have ever read".[74] T h i s i s i n t e r e s t i n g 

as James was an American p s y c h o l o g i s t and philosopher, who 

admitted he "lacked the germ" of e x p l i c i t b e l i e f . Even a 

cursory read of James' seminal work h i g h l i g h t s the apparent 

gulf between these two b r i l l i a n t minds from d i f f e r e n t 

generations and c u l t u r e s . 

I n t h i s s e r i e s of twenty l e c t u r e s James comes to no f i r m 

c o n c l u s i o n about what r e l i g i o n should be. Rather, he draws on 

h i s s c i e n t i f i c background to Xt^cr/&g_ occxM&h@b^ and catalogue 
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the d i v e r s e world of r e l i g i o u s experience. T o l s t o y / Bunyan, 

S a i n t T e r e s a , Luther, Mohammed and v a r i o u s Buddhist monks are 

but a few of the w i t n e s s e s c a l l e d by James. He does not use 

them l i k e the mature N e i l l as evidence f o r C h r i s t , but r a t h e r 

as an attempt to "reduce r e l i g i o n to i t s lowest admissable 

terms " [ 7 5 ] , and thereby demonstrate the v e r a c i t y of the r e l i ­

gious hypotheses - " t h a t our l i v e s a r e continuous w i t h a l a r g e r 

s p i r i t u a l world from which help comes to us." His observations 

l e a v e him edging towards a " p l u r a l i s t i c u n i v e r s e w i t h a f i n i t e 

God", and even nervously advancing polytheism.[76] 

At f i r s t s i g h t i t seems e x t r a o r d i n a r y t h a t the young N e i l l 

was impressed by such a book as i t appears to be i n d i r e c t 

c o n f l i c t with h i s own developing f a i t h , or as James would say 

h i s "over b e l i e f s " . T h i s Harvard p r o f e s s o r worked from a 

completely d i f f e r e n t s e t of p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s . For James, i n f l u ­

enced by the f a t h e r of pragmatism, C h a r l e s Sanders P e i r c e 

(1839- 1919), d o c t r i n a l formulations had f a r l e s s s i g n i f i c a n c e 

than e m p i r i c a l evidence. I m p l i c i t throughout the l e c t u r e s i s 

the assumption t h a t what matters i s concrete conduct and not 

s p e c i f i c b e l i e f . 

T h i s p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s e t s him a p a r t from N e i l l who saw 

b e l i e f l e a d i n g to changed conduct. Underlying h i s view was the 

assumption t h a t the sovereign God had acted i n C h r i s t and would 

continue to a c t . Perhaps i t was the i n t e l l e c t u a l e x p l o r e r 

w i t h i n N e i l l which drew him towards both the method and content 

of James' work. His mind was obviously s t i r r e d by the s c i e n ­

t i f i c approach to r e l i g i o n , which could p l a c e T o l s t o y next to 
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Bunyan[77], or Hindu f a k i r s , Buddhist monks, and Mohammedan 

(Muslim) d e r v i s h e s beside J e s u i t s and F r a n c i s c a n s . [ 7 8 ] 

I f the homogeneous atmosphere of Dean Close r e s t r i c t e d the 

ever hungry mind of W e i l l , here were new worlds to be explored, 

which could be entered i n t o by f a m i l i a r doors, such as "conver­

s i o n " or " s a i n t l i n e s s " . James' i n d e f i n i t e c o n c l u s i o n s , l a t e r 

d i d not meet w i t h W e i l l ' s f u l l agreement [ 7 9 ] , but h i s broad 

ranging approach c l e a r l y s t i m u l a t e d an i n t e l l e c t t h a t enjoyed 

being s t r e t c h e d . Here, i n James, was a pragmatic philosopher 

who captured W e i l l ' s imagination, p a r t l y because of h i s 

approach and p a r t l y because he accepted r e l i g i o u s experience as 

a u n i v e r s a l phenomenon, and not an a b e r r a t i o n due to d i s e a s e or 

abnormality. 

W e i l l a l s o d e s c r i b e d V a r i e t i e s . . . as "the best book i n 

e x i s t e n c e on the meaning of c o n v e r s i o n " [ 8 0 ] , perhaps because i t 

touched a number of chords i n h i s own experience. The v a r i e d 

evidence demonstrated how conversion cans 

overcome temperamental melancholy 

and impart endurance to the 

Sub j e c t , or a z e s t , or a meaning, 

or an enchantment and g l o r y to the 

common o b j e c t s of l i f e . [ 8 1 ] 

W e i l l ' s own conversion had forced him out i n two main d i r e c ­

t i o n s , a z e s t f u l i n t e r e s t i n others and an enchantment with 

n a t u r a l beauty. W h i l s t h i s out-going concern was "tinged by 

an e v a n g e l i c a l i n q u i s i t i v e n e s s about" o t h e r s ' " s p i r i t u a l 

s t a t e " , the beauty of the n a t u r a l world l e d him "to worship and 
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move out of the narrowness" of h i s "own i n n e r being". [82] 

Unlike C h a r l e s Raven, the keys i n t o these new worlds were found 

w i t h the h i s t o r i c a l C h r i s t . W e i l l b e l i e v e d h i s experience 

a l s o brought h e a l i n g and r e l e a s e , as h i s temper and shyness 

began to come under c o n t r o l . For James t h i s would have been 

more data to be catalogued, f o r N e i l l i t was God transforming 

h i s l i f e . 

He was not however, r e w r i t i n g h i s own h i s t o r y to c r e a t e a 

s p i r i t u a l t h r i l l e r w i t h instantaneous conversions s o l v i n g a l l 

the problems. His commitment to C h r i s t d i d not and would not 

remove h i s bouts of melancholy. By the end of h i s school 

c a r e e r a combination of hard work as an Oxbridge candidate, as 

headboy, as quartermaster sergeant, as w e l l as i n t e n s i v e 

r e l i g i o u s a c t i v i t y and frequent insomnia l e d not q u i t e to a 

f u l l breakdown but to extreme exhaustion. Even i n h i s l a t e 

teens the clouds of depression, which would haunt him f o r the 

r e s t of h i s l i f e were beginning to form. His deepening f a i t h 

provided s t a b i l i t y , endurance, and i n the words of h i s 

f a v o u r i t e poet, Browning, the a b i l i t y to "welcome each 

r e b u f f " . 

James' l e c t u r e s on "the s i c k s o u l " and "the d i v i d e d 

s e l f " ( c h . 6 - 8 ) may a l s o have brought comfort. He would have 

remembered t h a t as a s u f f e r e r he d i d not stand alone. He was 

i n s o l i d a r i t y w ith not only the c r i e s of the P s a l m i s t , but 

a l s o the d e s p a i r of the l i k e s of T o l s t o y , Bunyan and company. 

The naming and c a t e g o r i z i n g of d i f f e r e n t i l l n e s s e s , w ith the 

p y s c h o l o g i c a l symptoms and s p i r i t u a l i m p l i c a t i o n s s p e l t out, 
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demonstrated they were both common and c o n t r o l l a b l e . U n i f i c a ­

t i o n and r e c o v e r y had happened to o t h e r s , and t h e r e f o r e could 

happen to N e i l l . His own i l l n e s s , even a t t h i s e a r l y stage, 

seems not t o have d r i v e n him inwards, but r a t h e r outwards to a 

more s e n s i t i v e a p p r e c i a t i o n of the world of c o n f l i c t . 

One of the most f a s c i n a t i n g passages i n h i s unpublished 

autobiography begins w i t h h i s d e s c r i p t i o n of t r a v e l l i n g by 

t r a i n i n t o London a t the age of seventeen, the day a f t e r the 

end of the war (12 November 1918) He f e e l s a sense of r e l i e f 

and d e l i v e r a n c e . But as he t r a v e l s through the empty s t r e e t s 

of the h a l f - a s l e e p c a p i t a l , surveying the d e b r i s from the "wild 

r e v e l s " of the n i g h t before, a new f e e l i n g of f e a r takes 

ro o t . [ 8 3 ] Once s a f e l y i n s i d e h i s room a t the K i n g s l e y Hotel, 

he opened h i s b i b l e to reads 

For though we l i v e i n the world we 

a r e not c a r r y i n g on a w o r l d l y war, 

f o r the weapons of our warfare a r e 

not w o r l d l y but have d i v i n e power 

to d e s t r o y strongholds.[84] 

He emphasizes how s t r u c k he was by t h i s e x t r a c t from P a u l ' s 

l e t t e r to the C o r i n t h i a n s . T h i s i s not the pious escapism of a 

naive teenager, but evidence of a mind both c o n t i n u a l l y soaked 

i n b i b l i c a l imagery and i n t e n t on t h e o l o g i c a l r e f l e c t i o n , which 

forced him t o look again a t what he observed. He looked and 

saw more than a c i t y r e c o v e r i n g from a corporate hangover; l i k e 

Robert Bridges he f e l t some t r e p i d a t i o n f o r Europe. His f a i t h , 

h i s own s u f f e r i n g and h i s a g i l e mind took him both through the 
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"worldly war" and to f u r t h e r explanations behind i t . 

I n W e i l l ' s eyes, t h e r e were more s i n i s t e r f o r c e s a t work 

than the K a i s e r or the war hungry c r i e s of the bishop of 

London, Winnington-Ingram. W h i l s t he d i d not experience the 

war f i r s t hand l i k e T i l l i c h and Raven, nor l o s e confidence with 

h i s t e a c h e r s l i k e Barth, nor have h i s c r e a t i v i t y heightened 

l i k e Owen and Sassoon, he was forced to f a c e the impact of the 

c o n f l i c t not simply on h i s school but a l s o on the n a t i o n as a 

whole. 

The confidence and optimism of the l a t e V i c t o r i a n and 

Edwardian ages had been s h a t t e r e d . Alan Wilkinson i n h i s 

e x c e l l e n t i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c book on The Church of England and the 

F i r s t World War(1978) arguess 

The t h r e e major modes of thought i n the 

nineteenth century - Romanticism, L i b e r a l i s m 

and E v a n g e l i c a l i s m , together w i t h t h e i r 

c ounterparts i n the Church of England - were 

a l l weighed i n the balances between 1914 and 

1918 and found wanting.[85] 

But d i d W e i l l f i n d h i s f a i t h inadequate to answer the questions 

thrown up by the war? Admittedly, he d i d not make such a 

v o l t e - f a c e as R.J.Campell, who had withdrawn h i s r a d i c a l and 

o p t i m i s t i c Wew Theology (1907), r e p l a c i n g i t w i t h e s s a y s 

such as "The I l l u s i o n of Progress"(1916). I n many ways W e i l l 

stands c l o s e r to P.T.Forsyth who described the war i n The 

J u s t i f i c a t i o n of God (1916) as judgment on a godless c i v i l i s a ­

t i o n , proving t h a t no e v o l u t i o n a r y process could save us, only 
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redemption provided the answer. 

W h i l s t H.G.Wells's M r . B r i t l i n g i n the f a c e of the naked 

power of e v i l , was forced to question h i s easy-going l i b e r a l ­

ism, N e i l l d i d not throw over h i s view of humankind. The 

r e g u l a r A n glican l i t u r g y and teaching he r e c e i v e d no doubt 

r e i n f o r c e d b e l i e f i n h i s own s i n f u l n e s s , and underlined a more 

p e s s i m i s t i c understanding of the human r a c e . These presupposi­

t i o n s he l e a r n t a t school would have been r e i n f o r c e d by news 

from abroad. The war was y e t another symptom of l i v i n g i n a 

s i n f u l world. 

Combine t h i s w i t h the huge gu l f between school p r a y e r s 

and the h o r r o r s of the Front and i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g h i s 

b e l i e f i n God d i d not r a d i c a l l y change as he faced some of the 

tragedy of war. Rather i t was deepened and even strengthened. 

The r e a l i t y of c o n f l i c t , which was brought c l o s e r by the l o s s 

of f r i e n d s , s l e e p and food, made the message of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n 

and u n i t y more urgent f o r W e i l l . His d i s t a n c e from the world 

of trenches made i t e a s i e r f o r him to avoid questions of theod­

i c y and s t i l l t r u s t i n a p r o v i d e n t i a l God. 

I n s h o r t , h i s school c a r e e r opened the doors i n t o many new 

worlds and i s a good guide, borrowing H.G.Wells's t i t l e , The 

Shape of Things to Come. He would d e l i g h t i n the world of the 

c l a s s i c s , e x p l o r e the world of theology, and work a g a i n s t the 

world of c o n f l i c t both i n the church and on h i s own mind. His 

c h i e f weapons were to be words s 

S i n c e e a r l i e s t childhood I have been f a s c i ­

nated by the s i g h t and sound of words, by 
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the p a t t e r n s i n which they can be arranged 

and by the s u b t l e t i e s of meaning t h a t they 

can e x p r e s s . . . . Even then I dimly understood 

the power of the man who can choose and 

arrange words e x q u i s i t e l y e i t h e r i n speech 

or i n w r i t i n g . [ 8 6 ] 

His e a r l y s e n s i t i v i t y to language and h i s d e x t e r i t y with words 

were s k i l l s which would s t a y with him a l l h i s l i f e . Even a t 

t h i s e a r l y age h i s l i n g u i s t i c a b i l i t i e s were developing f a s t . 

N e v ertheless, h i s f r a n t i c Oxbridge p r e p a r a t i o n , h i s d e s i r e 

to l e a r n new languages, h i s e x p l o r a t i o n of the c i v i l i s e d 

d i s c u s s i o n s of Greek philosophers, and h i s o v e r a l l p u r s u i t of 

academic e x c e l l e n c e may have been more than a product of a e s ­

t h e t i c enchantment, p a r e n t a l encouragement, school d i s c i p l i n e , 

and C h r i s t i a n duty; perhaps i t was a l s o rooted i n an 

unconscious guest f o r power. 

I t i s open to debate how u s e f u l these r e n a i s s a n c e s k i l l s 

were i n a v i o l e n t e r a , where many saw power not i n mere words 

but r a t h e r with newly developed tanks and warplanes. Neverthe­

l e s s i t was a t school he l e a r n t the b a s i c s of d u e l l i n g with 

words. A major motivation f o r l a t e r p u t t i n g these s k i l l s to 

work as a missionary, a p o l o g i s t , h i s t o r i a n and p r o f e s s o r was 

h i s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c f a i t h . 

T h i s " s i l v e r thread" of C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c f a i t h , which was 

put i n p l a c e by h i s parents, was f i r s t woven by N e i l l i n t o h i s 

l i f e a t Dean Cl o s e . I t was a t school t h a t h i s C h r i s t i a n i t y 

came a l i v e and s e t i t s roots more f i r m l y i n the e v a n g e l i c a l 
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t r a d i t i o n . But even l i v i n g a t Dean C l o s e n e s t l i n g i n 

G l o u c e s t e r s h i r e , N e i l l was by no means i s o l a t e d from the 

changing world o u t s i d e . 

I f anything he was drawn outwards both i n mind and i n 

comment. But he could not escape h i s own "angst". W h i l s t h i s 

mind was not y e t a t "the end of i t s t e t h e r " i t could be argued 

t h a t the seeds of d i s c o n t e n t were f u r t h e r sown i n t h i s r e g i ­

mented, i n t e n s e a l l male boarding environment, where "sexual 

i r r e g u l a r i t i e s " [ 8 7 ] were not unheard of. Perhaps the dominant 

p e r s o n a l i t y of W i l l i a m F l e c k e r , the headmaster, both r e f r a c t e d 

the e v a n g e l i c a l legacy of the school and a l s o ensured a r e p r e s -

s i o n even suppression of these t e n s i o n s . 

The t e r r i f y i n g p u b l i c school world portrayed i n the f i l m 

I f . . • i s o b v i o u s l y an a n a c h r o n i s t i c c a r i c a t u r e , but i s proba­

b l y c l o s e r to N e i l l ' s experience than the romantic black and 

white images of Good-Bve Mr Chips. The school's competitive 

atmosphere and emphasis upon s p o r t i n g e x c e l l e n c e a l s o may not 

have a s s i s t e d the s o c i a l development of t h i s b r i l l i a n t 

s c h o l a r . [ 8 8 ] 

I n other words, he was equipped to a c q u i r e f a c t s , but was 

l e s s w e l l prepared i n terms of p r a c t i c a l and personnel s k i l l s . 

N e i l l worked h i s way out of t h i s s mall world, t y p i c a l l y break­

i n g academic records and f a m i l y t r a d i t i o n s by going not to 

G o n v i l l e and Caius but to T r i n i t y , Cambridge. Here h i s h o r i ­

zons would again be expanded, as he stepped i n t o a new world. 
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States on Chapter Two 

Is D.McKie, The Mew Cambridge Modern H i s t o r y (Cambridges Cam­

bridge U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1960), Vol.12 - The E r a of V i o l e n c e , 

pp.100-124. 

2s S.C.Weill, C h r i s t , His Church, and His World (London; Eyre 

and Spottiswoode, 1948), p.12. Her e a f t e r r e f e r r e d to as His 

Church. 

3s His Church, p.14. 

4s The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the Mew Testament, 1861-1961. 

(Oxfords Oxford U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1964), p.32. Her e a f t e r r e ­

f e r r e d t o as I n t . 

5s I n t . p.2. 

6s I n t . p.2. 

7 s I n t . p.4. 

8s I n t . p.4. 

9s S . C . N e i l l , Anglicanism (Londons Mowbray, 1977 - 1st pub­

l i s h e d by Penguin 1958.), p.264. H e r e a f t e r r e f e r r e d to as Ang. 

For more on Renan, see a l s o I n t . pp.193-4, p.199, and p.281. 

10s I n t . p.34. 

11 % Ang. p.271. 

12s Ang. p.272. 

13s Ang. p.272. 

14s S . C . N e i l l , Autobiography. p.27. (Nearly a l l r e f e r e n c e s a r e 

to the f u l l unpublished manuscript of over 1000 pages [see 

Pr e f a c e ] T h i s was made a v a i l a b l e by the kindness of h i s 
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l i t e r a r y executor, nephew, and The Revd. C h a r l e s W e i l l of 

Oxford. H e r e a f t e r W e i l l ' s Autobiography w i l l be r e f e r r e d to as 

Auto. 

15s Auto. p.165. 

16 s Auto. p.. 31. 

17 s Aubrey Moore, Lux Mundi ( F i r s t e d i t i o n , 1880), p. 99. 

18s Ang. p.272. 

19s C h a r l e s W e i l l i n t e r v i e w i n g Gerald W e i l l , Stephen's 

younger brother. (Tape no.2 out of a s e r i e s of 3 i n t e r v i e w s . ) 

20s Auto, p.19 

21s Auto, p.48 

22s Owen Chadwick, V i c t o r i a n England, Pt2. (Londons Adam and 

Cha r l e s Black, 1970), p.423. 

23s Ang. S.C.N, quoting Matthew Arnold, p.265. 

24s Auto. p.48. 

25s Auto. p.29. 

26s Auto. p.32. 

27s Jack London, People of the Abyss. (Londons 1902) passim. 

He c o n t r a s t s the f e s t i v i t i e s f o r the Coronation i n London's West 

End w ith the squalor of the Ea s t End. 

28s Andrew Mearns. B i t t e r Cry of Outcast London, An I n q u i r y i n t o 

the Condition of the A b j e c t Poor. (Londons J . Clarke,1883) 

29s C. Booth, L i f e and Labour of People of London. (Vol.1 of 17, 

1889). These t h r e e s t u d i e s [27-29] i l l u s t r a t e v a r i o u s attempts 

to understand poverty. There i s l i t t l e evidence to suggest t h a t 

the N e i l l ' s f a m i l y or h i s own views were i n f l u e n c e d by the 

C h r i s t i a n S o c i a l i s t Movement with i t s emphasis upon " c o l l e c t i v e 
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r e s p o n s i b i l i t y " towards those i n need. ^ X*»\feÂ fe-»fl̂ J 

30s Auto. p.26. 

31s Auto. p.30o 

32s Auto. p.3. 

33s Auto. p.31. 

34s Auto. p.51. 

35s Auto. p.34. 

36s Auto. p.34. 

37 s Auto. p.2. 

38s Auto. p.8. 

39s Auto. p.30. 

40s S . C . N e i l l , C o l o n i a l i s m and C h r i s t i a n Missions (Londons 

Lutterworth P r e s s , 1966), Hereafter r e f e r r e d to as C.C.M. 

41s A.Marwick, The Deluges B r i t i s h S o c i e t y and the F i r s t World 

War (Londons Macmillan, 1965), p.48, d e s c r i b e s the th r e e 

w r i t e r s who f i r s t used t h i s i r o n i c phrase. H.G.Wells was the 

one most f r e q u e n t l y used by N e i l l , as an example of a man who 

had l o s t h i s o p t i m i s t i c view of the world. I n 1914 he had 

hop e f u l l y w r i t t e n of "the War t h a t w i l l end War". 

42s Auto, p.45. 

43s Auto. p.46. 

44 s Auto. p.64. 

45s Auto. p.64. 

46s R.J.W. Evans, i n The F i r s t One Hundred Years, Dean C l o s e 

School 1886-1986. ed. by M.A. G i r l i n g and L. Hooper. (Unpub­

l i s h e d , 1986), p.6. 

47s Auto. p.65. He saw the General S t r i k e s of 1911/12 not as an 
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"attempt t o r i g h t c i v i l c o n d i t i o n s " but "a d e c l a r a t i o n of 

c i v i l war" and an attempt to "blackmail the p u b l i c o " Assuming 

t h i s i s not i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a f t e r the event i t i l l u s t r a t e s e i t h e r 

p a r e n t a l judgments or e x t r a o r d i n a r y perception f o r a twelve year 

o l d , perhaps even both. 

48s D.L.Edwards, C h r i s t i a n England (London? C o l l i n s , 1984), 

p.358 

49s Auto. p. 65. The news of the i n v a s i o n l e d him t o say 

"tomorrow we s h a l l be a t war". The root cause i n h i s eyes was 

the breaking of a promise. 

50s Gerald N e i l l , d e s c r i b e d i n i n t e r v i e w by h i s son. (2nd 

i n t e r v i e w out of a s e r i e s of 3.) 

51s R.J.W.Evans, The F i r s t One Hundred Years, p.29. Over a t h i r d 

of the t o t a l number of Old Deaconians fought i n the war. 

52s A.Hastings, A H i s t o r y of E n g l i s h C h r i s t i a n i t y , 1920-1985 

(Londons. C o l l i n s , 1986), p. 19. 

53s P.Thompson, The Edwardians. (St.Albanss Granada,1977), 

p.267. 

54s Auto, p.68. 

55 s Auto, p.68. 

56s R.J.W. Evans, i n The F i r s t One Hundred Years, p.30, de­

s c r i b e s the apprehension of F l e c k e r f o r s h o p - l i f t i n g . W h i l s t he 

was a c q u i t t e d on grounds of "mental p r o s t r a t i o n " , he was 

encouraged t o take a term o f f by the governors. (Autumn 1916.) 

57s R.J.W. Evans, i n The F i r s t One Hundred Years, p.22. F l e c k e r 

allowed some f l e x i b i l i t y , he wrote i n the P u b l i c Schools' Year 

Books "The school i s not d e f i n i t e l y d i v i d e d i n t o a c l a s s i c a l 
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and modern s i d e * . . . . . " Nevertheless, the "modern" d i s c i p l i n e s 

such as the l i v i n g languages and the s c i e n c e s were given l e s s 

emphasis, except f o r those of lower a b i l i t y t r a i n i n g f o r 

vocations i n the army and c o l o n i a l s e r v i c e . 

58s Auto. p.45. 

598 Auto. p.45- T h i s can be seen i n one of h i s l a s t books? The 

Supremacy of Jesus (London s Hodder and Stoughton,1984), p.54, 

d e s c r i b e s P l a t o ' s a r t and t h i s f i n a l scene i n Phaedo. 

60s P l a t o , The L a s t Days of Socrates Phaedo 117a-118. (Har-

mondsworths Penguin, 1954), p.183. 

61s Auto. p.56. 

62s Auto, p.60. T.E.Yates, "Stephen N e i l l s Some Aspects of a 

T h e o l o g i c a l Legacy" i n A n v i l (Vol 5. no 2 1988), p.151. Yates 

provides an e x c e l l e n t d i s c u s s i o n of the importance of conversion 

f o r N e i l l and a s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the events 

themselves. 

63s Auto. p.60. 

64s S . C . N e i l l , 'Conversion' i n S c o t t i s h J o u r n a l of Theology ( v o l 

3, no.4 Dec. 1950) p.352. 

65s Both Bishop L.Newbigin and Bishop L.Brown i n separate 

personal i n t e r v i e w s commented on h i s e x c e p t i o n a l memory, which 

allowed him to d e l i v e r many l e c t u r e s without notes. (Jan 1989) 

66s R.J.W. Evans, i n The F i r s t One Hundred Years p.28 

67s I n t . pp.233-34. 

68s I n t . pp.201-212. 

69s J.W. Fowler, Stages of F a i t h (San F r a n c i s c o s Harper and Row, 

1981), using Fowler's terms, N e i l l does seem to move from (1) 

44 



u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d v i a (2) i n t u i t i v e and m y t h i c - l i t e r a l to (3) -

s y n t h e t i c - c o n v e n t i o n a l f a i t h . W e i l l i s a l r e a d y beginning t o 

f i n d t h a t a more complex f a i t h s t r u c t u r e i s needed f o r a more 

complex l i f e s t r u c t u r e . But he a l r e a d y appears to d i s p l a y 

s i g n s of stage 4, an i n d i v i d u a t i v e - r e f l e c t i v e f a i t h , i n which he 

takes s e r i o u s l y r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r h i s own a c t i o n s . 

70 s Auto, p.59 . 

71s Auto, pp.58-9. 

72s Auto. p.46. 

73s M.Eliade ( c h i e f e d . ) , J.Barzun on 'William James', 

Encyclopedia of R e l i g i o n , pp. 517-9. 

74s Auto, p. 42. 

75s W. James, V a r i e t i e s of R e l i g i o u s Experience (New York? 

Longmans, Green and Co. 1902, 1925 e d i t i o n used.) H e r e a f t e r 

r e f e r r e d to as V a r i e t i e s . p.503 

76s i b i d , p.526. J.Macquarrie 20th Century R e l i g i o u s 

Thought(London; S.C.M., 1988. F i r s t published;1963) pp.176-9, 

gives a b r i e f but h e l p f u l account of "Pragmatism", i n c l u d i n g 

James's c o n t r i b u t i o n . 

77s V a r i e t i e s . pp.166-188. 

78s V a r i e t i e s . p.317. 

79s S . C . N e i l l , "Conversio"' i n S c o t t i s h J o u r n a l of Theology. 

(Vol3, No.4 Dec. 1950), p.352. 

80s Auto, p.42. [James' book a l s o probably helped N e i l l 

understand h i s own conversion and see how i t could happen to 

many more than j u s t "the a t h e i s t s " and "the heathen".] 

81s V a r i e t i e s . p.505. 
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82s Auto. pp.62-4. 

83s Auto. p.79. 

84s 2 C o r i n t h i a n s 10s3-4. (R.S.V.) 

85s A.Wilkinson, The Church of England and the F i r s t World 

War.(Londons.SPCK, 1978), p.231. 

86s Auto, p.58. 

87s Auto. p.55. 

comments s " I t h i n k t h a t t h i s experience d i d me permanent harm." 

He b e l i e v e s h i s t r u s t i n " f e l l o w men" and b e l i e f i n the 

" r a t i o n a l i t y of the s p e c i e s " was undermined by t h i s e xperience. 

T h i s h y p e r - s e n s i t i v e response needs to be examined more c l o s e l y . 

I t r e f l e c t s more than a mature - c y n i c i s m or a boy who f i n d s 

c r i t i c i s m hard t o cope wit h , but a l s o a c h i l d brought up i n a 

home t h a t put g r e a t s t r e s s upon honesty. T h i s i n f l u e n c e d h i s 

academic work where i n t e l l e c t u a l i n t e g r i t y i s an o f t repeated 

r e f r a i n throughout h i s w r i t i n g . I t i s a l s o a good example of 

how h i s experiences a t school would i n e v i t a b l y have awakened 

him to a world which behaved d i f f e r e n t l y from h i s protected 

88s Auto. p. 39. << was even u n f a i r l y accused of cheating and 

protected to a world which behaved d i f f e r e n t l y from h i s 
1> 1r family. 

1U 
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Chapter 3s The Great Court of Learning (1919-24) 

Chapter One attempted to demonstrate how Stephen N e i l l was 

i n f l u e n c e d by worlds of change, t r a d i t i o n and c o n f l i c t . His 

family, h i s school and the wider world a l l played t h e i r p a r t 

i n shaping the communicator and h i s message. T h i s chapter w i l l 

begin w i t h a b r i e f o u t l i n e of h i s f i v e y e a r s a t T r i n i t y C o l ­

lege , Cambridge. 

Secondly, h i s d e c i s i o n to leave Cambridge w i l l be i n v e s t i ­

gated. Then h i s l i f e as a c l a s s i c a l , t h e o l o g i c a l , and r e s e a r c h 

student w i l l be focused on. F i n a l l y , h i s work as "missionary 

student" working f o r v a r i o u s C h r i s t i a n student o r g a n i s a t i o n s 

w i l l be i n v e s t i g a t e d . 

On f i r s t reading, h i s U n i v e r s i t y record i s nothing s h o r t 

of e x c e p t i o n a l . I n 1922 and 1923 he took F i r s t s i n the C l a s s i ­

c a l and T h e o l o g i c a l T r i p o s e s . He a l s o won a s e r i e s of p r i z e s 

and f i n i s h e d h i s time a t Cambridge by gaining a F e l l o w s h i p a t 

T r i n i t y C o l l e g e . He d i d t h i s by w r i t i n g , i n only ten months, a 

100,000 word t h e s i s on the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the^ F a t h e r s and 

Neoplatonism i n the f o u r t h century. 

Behind t h i s h i g h l y s u c c e s s f u l academic c a r e e r l i e s a l e s s 

secure f i g u r e . The second chapter of h i s Autobiography 

e n t i t l e d "Apprentice Scholar" begins and ends w i t h two s e l f -

p o r t r a i t s of a more f a l l i b l e N e i l l . He s t a r t s t h i s chapter 

with a d e s c r i p t i o n of a "shy and awkward" freshman e n t e r i n g a 

c o l l e g e of s i x hundred undergraduates. He ends i t w i t h a 
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moving p o r t r a y a l of him s e l f alone on a t r a i n , waving goodbye, 

and f e e l i n g "very f o r l o r n and l o n e l y " as he heads f o r I n d i a . 

I n order to understand N e i l l more f u l l y i t i s v i t a l to go 

beyond h i s " g l i t t e r i n g p r i z e s " to such images of apparent 

v u l n e r a b i l i t y . These a r e r a r e moments of s e l f - r e v e l a t i o n . I n 

s p i t e of h i s attempt to avoid i t , much of t h i s chapter from h i s 

Autobiography does read l i k e a Who' s Who of Cambridge i n the 

twe n t i e s . I t i s as i f almost f i f t y y e a r s on the "shy" N e i l l i s 

s t i l l attempting to avoid c o n s t r u c t i n g a "window onto h i s own 

s o u l " . 

He does t h i s not only by p o i n t i n g to h i s own academic suc­

c e s s , but a l s o by i n t r o d u c i n g h i s readers to over 30 p e r s o n a l ­

i t i e s who made an impact on him. ' Theologians, C l a s s i c i s t s , 

c l e r g y and f e l l o w students dominate these pages. Such encoun­

t e r s , combined with r i g o r o u s academic study and zealous C h r i s ­

t i a n a c t i v i s m ensured N e i l l ' s f i v e y e a r s a t Cambridge was 

another s i g n i f i c a n t l y formative period of h i s l i f e . T h i s 

chapter w i l l a l s o , t h e r e f o r e , explore how W e i l l ' s study, t e a c h ­

e r s , contemporaries and e x t r a - c u r r i c u l a r a c t i v i t i e s d i d not 

destroy, but r a t h e r challenged, strengthened and deepened h i s 

f a i t h . 

His move from the au s t e r e V i c t o r i a n b u i l d i n g s of Dean 

Close t o the spacious c o u r t s of T r i n i t y mark much more than a 

geographical s h i f t . He himself b e l i e v e d t h a t i t was i n Cam­

bridge t h a t " h i s t h e o l o g i c a l and r e l i g i o u s outlook had to 

undergo a thorough house-cleaning and r e s e t t i n g " [ 1 ] and h i s 

C h r i s t i a n f a i t h "became l e s s narrow and l e s s dogmatic".[2] 
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W h i l s t both ToS. E l i o t and C.S. Lewis were converted i n t h e i r 

t w e n t i e s , N e i l l ' s f a i t h was extended. 

His d e s i r e to l i v e a l i f e of " g r a t e f u l and adoring 

s e r v i c e " [ 3 ] appears to have been f u r t h e r r e i n f o r c e d . T h i s can 

be most c l e a r l y seen by examining how he f i n i s h e d h i s time a t 

Cambridge. His d e c i s i o n to give up h i s hard-earned f e l l o w s h i p 

a t T r i n i t y C o l l e g e , Cambridge, i s probably the most s i g n i f i c a n t 

d e c i s i o n he made during h i s time a t U n i v e r s i t y . 

Many s e n i o r academics thought he made a premature, even 

f o o l i s h end, t o a p o t e n t i a l l y b r i l l i a n t academic c a r e e r i n 

Cambridge s 

I f t h e r e i s any crime which ought a b s o l u t e l y 

to debar a man from being e l e c t e d to a 

f e l l o w s h i p a t T r i n i t y i t i s t h a t of going to 

I n d i a as a m i s s i o n a r y . [ 4 ] 

A.E.Housman's- comment may have been s a i d with a s m i l e , but 

beneath such dry w i t l i e s obvious astonishment a t N e i l l ' s 

d e c i s i o n . Owen Chadwick, who spent most of h i s l i f e i n 

Cambridge, a l s o d e s c r i b e s N e i l l ' s l e a v i n g "the Great c o u r t 

a t T r i n i t y f o r membership of the Church Missionary S o c i e t y 

i n South I n d i a " as a " s u r p r i s i n g d e c i s i o n " . [ 5 ] 

N e i l l ' s s t r i n g of p r i z e s , double F i r s t and F e l l o w s h i p 

l e f t the door wide open f o r him to continue h i s i n t e l l e c t u a l 

development w i t h i n an environment he d e l i g h t e d i n . He not 

only "loved the academic l i f e " , but a l s o prospered under the 

guidance of l e c t u r e r s [ 6 ] , the f r i e n d s h i p of s t u d e n t s [ 7 ] , the 

c o n t i n u a l i n t e l l e c t u a l s t i m u l a t i o n of d e b a t e s [ 8 ] , and the 
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beauty of Great Court. His d e s c r i p t i o n s are f u l l of 

" n o s t a l g i c warmth" f o r T r i n i t y College? even the "very 

stones" were "dear" to him.[9] The autobiography i t s e l f i s 

s t r u c t u r e d i n such a way as to suggest W e i l l himself thought 

he was g i v i n g up much. For a c l e a r e r p i c t u r e of W e i l l as 

the communicator, h i s c r u c i a l d e c i s i o n to lea v e t h i s "World 

of l e a r n i n g " needs to be f u r t h e r scrutinized,. 

He p e r c e i v e s t h a t h i s move was motivated not by 

p a r e n t a l p r e s s u r e , but r a t h e r by h i s own t h e o l o g i c a l 

c o n v i c t i o n . I t was h i s pas s i o n a t e longstanding b e l i e f t h a t 

" C h r i s t must be preached t o a l l men" [10] which appears to 

have for c e d him out of the world of T r i n i t y . His f a i t h i n a 

f i r s t century f i g u r e with twentieth century r e l e v a n c e , which 

had been conceived a t school and nurtured a t home, continued 

to e x e r c i s e a dominant hold over h i s d e c i s i o n making even 

a f t e r f i v e y e a r s immersion i n the world of Cambridge. 

The f o l l o w i n g of the G a l i l e a n was f a r more f o r W e i l l 

than an i n t e l l e c t u a l e x e r c i s e . For him " a l l e g i a n c e " to 

C h r i s t would "cost him many of the th i n g s which he h e l d most 

dear".[11] W h i l s t f o r some e v a n g e l i c a l m i s s i o n a r i e s such 

s e l f - d e n i a l became a " r a i s o n d ' e t r e " , f o r N e i l l t h i s s a c r i ­

f i c e came from an o v e r r i d i n g d e s i r e s "Then as now, the t h i n g 

I cared about f a r more deeply than anything e l s e was t h a t 

men and women should be brought to know C h r i s t . " [ 1 2 ] 

T h i s explanation sums up three pages of a n a l y s i s i n h i s 

autobiography of why he became a missionary. Behind what 

some would see as e v a n g e l i c a l c l i c h e s , l i e s the assumption 
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t h a t men and women without a knowledge of C h r i s t are i n a 

s i t u a t i o n of desperate need. T h i s i s a dilemma upon which 

he could, and indeed must make an impact. 

How someone i s brought to C h r i s t i s not made c l e a r from 

t h i s passage. He i s using shorthand to d e s c r i b e a key 

a c t i v i t y i n h i s own life» I t could be argued t h i s d r i v e to 

persuade was f u l f i l l i n g a personal need to see h i s own 

p o s i t i o n v a l i d a t e d . I t seems more l i k e l y t o assume such a 

d e s i r e f o r others to "know C h r i s t " was grounded p r i m a r i l y 

not i n s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n , but i n h i s yearning to s e r v e . 

T h i s was s t i l l rooted i n h i s own unemotional and personnal 

experience of "knowing" C h r i s t . W h i l s t he does not e x p l i c ­

i t l y d e f i n e what i t means "to know C h r i s t " , i t i s the un­

s t a t e d assumption throughout the Autobiography t h a t i t i s 

t h i s knowledge which motivates him. 

I f one i n t e r p r e t s t h i s passage i n such a way, i t must 

be read as more than simply an attempt to put the r e c o r d 

s t r a i g h t , or defend h i s own a c t i o n s , and even r a t i o n a l i z e 

h i s own choice to h i m s e l f . Here a l s o i s an i m p l i c i t a t ­

tempt to persuade h i s p o t e n t i a l readers t h a t t h i s i s a route 

worth t a k i n g themselves. Even i f they do not go abroad as 

m i s s i o n a r i e s , then a t l e a s t they w i l l r e a s s e s s t h e i r own 

p r i o r i t i e s . Thus he uses h i s own l i f e as a hidden question 

mark not only on the s e c u l a r i s m of Housman, but a l s o the 

reader's own "worldly ambition". The question of how to 

approach h i s Autobiography w i l l be more f u l l y d i s c u s s e d i n 

the Conclusion. 
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T h i s s u b t l e challenge of the readers . of h i s 

Autobiography has resonances with what he d i d i n 1924. The 

"dramatic and p u b l i c " departure, which even "included a 

meeting i n the Examination H a l l " [ 1 3 ] , a l s o r a i s e d an 

i m p l i c i t question-mark over the presup p o s i t i o n s and va l u e s 

of those attending h i s f a r e w e l l . I n s h o r t , h i s a c t i o n of 

l e a v i n g can be i n t e r p r e t e d not only as a " s u r p r i s i n g 

d e c i s i o n " , but a l s o an a c t of simple i n d i r e c t communication. 

The dramatic c l a i m t h a t h i s d e s i r e to br i n g people to 

C h r i s t was "the t h i n g he cared f o r f a r more deeply than 

anything" a l s o needs to be s c r u t i n i s e d f u r t h e r . Was t h i s 

p a s s i o n a t e , almost o b s e s s i v e d r i v e to communicate C h r i s t as 

s u r p r i s i n g as both Housman and Chadwick suggest? His 

academic s t u d i e s may have had the p o t e n t i a l to undermine h i s 

e v a n g e l i s t i c z e a l , but i n r e a l i t y , they appear to have 

r e i n f o r c e d h i s m i s s i o n a r y g o a l s . 

a) The C l a s s i c s Student 

S c h o l a r s such as E r n e s t H a r r i s o n , F r a n c i s Cornford and 

Donald Robertson, f a c i l i t a t e d N e i l l ' s continued enthusiasm 

f o r both the language and thought of a n c i e n t Greece and 

Rome. Wh i l s t i t i s d i f f i c u l t to d i s c e r n the exact extent of 

h i s t e a c h e r s ' i n f l u e n c e , i t i s c l e a r t h a t he d e l i g h t e d i n 

ex p l o r i n g the worlds of Homer, Aeschylus, P l a t o and 

Aristophanes. The c l a s s i c a l foundations l a i d i n Cambridge 

resound through much of h i s work.[14] 

He admits to t u r n i n g "again and again" to Aeschylus's 
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Agamemnon seei n g i n i t the " w r e s t l i n g of a noble s p i r i t w i t h 

the deepest problems of human d e s t i n y o " [ 1 5 ] T h i s should not 

be seen as evidence of an e s c a p i s t who i s happier d e a l i n g 

with h i s t o r i c a l f i g u r e s , but r a t h e r as an e a r l y example of 

what would become a l i f e l o n g h a b i t of us i n g a n c i e n t t e x t s to 

i n t e r p r e t and make sense of h i s own world. 

He himself "never r e g r e t t e d the long y e a r s spent i n the 

study of L a t i n and Greek."[16] T h i s c l a s s i c a l study would 

almost c e r t a i n l y have heightened h i s pass i o n f o r words, h i s 

i n t e r e s t i n r h e t o r i c , and h i s f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h h i s t o r y . I n 

l e s s than t h r e e years " p o s s i b l y the most b r i l l i a n t s c h o l a r 

ever to have come out of Dean Close" [17] had a l r e a d y c o l ­

l e c t e d a F i r s t i n the C l a s s i c a l T r i p o s . 

He a l s o achieved the almost unique f e a t of ga i n i n g a 

d i s t i n c t i o n i n both the h i s t o r y and philosophy s e c t i o n s , a 

f a c t he was proud of. Th i s r e c u r r i n g emphasis on h i s own 

academic s u c c e s s e s runs p a r a l l e l i n the Autobiography w i t h 

h i s tendency to focus on the c h a r a c t e r s he encountered a t 

Cambridge. F i f t y y e a r s on, i t appears t h a t he was s t i l l 

attempting t o win acceptance and r e c o g n i t i o n not only by the 

names he could name, but a l s o by u n d e r l i n i n g h i s own 

academic prowess. 

b) The T h e o l o g i c a l Student. 

For h i s fo u r t h y e a r N e i l l " r e s i s t e d " doing two y e a r s ' 

work on p h i l o s o p h i c a l theology under F.R.Tennant, and 

i n s t e a d turned to the New Testament. He e x p l a i n s t h i s 

d e c i s i o n as based on time (he only had one year to 
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spare),and l a z i n e s s , (he claims he a l r e a d y knew much about 

the New Testament). W e i l l ' s study w i t h i n the C l a s s i c s 

T r i p o s of the "reigns of Claudius and Nero, AD41-65" would 

a l s o have provided a f i r m foundation f o r h i s study i n t h i s 

a r e a . 

Once again, i n t h i s branch of academia, i t i s hard to 

d i s c e r n the p r e c i s e impact of v a r i o u s t e a c h e r s , though he 

does speak w i t h warmth about Alexander Nairne who f o r the 

l a t e r p a r t . of W e i l l ' s time was the Regius P r o f e s s o r of 

D i v i n i t y . He d e s c r i b e d him as an " a r t i s t and poet" and a 

man who read the Old Testament "with love and 

imagination".[18] N e i l l once even c a l l e d him "my beloved 

t e a c h e r " . [ 1 9 ] 

Alan Brooke and F.C. B u r k i t t as t e a c h e r s , and/Clement 

Hoskyns as a f r i e n d appeared to have aided h i s c o n c e n t r a t i o n 

upon innovatory approaches to the New Testament. Brooke, 

f o r example, beat John Robinson by over h a l f a century, i n 

arguing t h a t the Fourth Gospel could be read as an "indepe-

dent h i s t o r i c a l source" f o r Jesus C h r i s t ' s l i f e . 

During the y e a r s t h a t he s t u d i e d the New Testament i n 

Cambridge he went to "very few l e c t u r e s " . He b e l i v e d t h a t 

he was b e t t e r employed s i t t i n g i n the corner of h i s room 

reading German Theology". (20) 
e 

T h i s p a s s i o n f o r independ nt reading combined with 

r e s p e c t f o r many of h i s teachers suggests how "the boy from 

a very B i b l i c a l quasi-fundamentalist f a m i l y now f e l t a t ease 

i n a much wider and more l i b e r a l d i v i n i t y . " [ 21 ] I t i s 
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however, important not to over-emphasize the r a d i c a l nature 

of Theology which he encountered a t Cambridge. I n h i s own 

eyes the c l a s s i c t r a d i t i o n of Cambridge New Testament 

s c h o l a r s h i p was c h a r a c t e r i z e d by e r u d i t i o n , c a u t i o u s n e s s , 

and devotion.,, Even i f i t was a more tumultous time f o r 

B r i t i s h theology than he recognised, t h i s context c l e a r l y 

eased h i s development, without completely undermining h i s 

f a i t h . 

I t was h i s own e x p l o r a t i o n s i n t o the world of German 

Theology which were a t f i r s t "highly d i s t u r b i n g to t h i s 

young and pious student".[22] The c a t a l y s t s f o r t h i s c r i s i s 

were the w r i t i n g s of s c h o l a r s such as Weiss, Meyer and 

Wrede, but not the form c r i t i c a l works of Bultmann and 

D i b e l i u s . 

W h i l s t he i s not s p e c i f i c as to the p r e c i s e elements 

of their- works- whichr he found c h a l l e n g i n g , he does i d e n t i f y 

"an atmosphere of s p e c u l a t i o n and r a d i c a l c r i t i c i s m " [ 2 3 ] 

which l e d t o h i s "thorough t h e o l o g i c a l house-cleaning and 

r e s e t t i n g " d e s c r i b e d e a r l i e r . T h i s process took some time. 

I t was, according to N e i l l , "without v i o l e n t explosion" and 

came by " p a t i e n t absorption of new i d e a s " . [ 2 4 ] Thus h i s own 

p o s i t i o n s appear to have been c l a r i f i e d by reading books 

with which he often r a d i c a l l y disagreed. 

One exception to t h i s was F . C . B u r k i t t ' s The E a r l i e s t 

Sources f o r the L i f e of Jesus C h r i s t . I n the middle of 

N e i l l ' s encounters with German the o l o g i a n s , t h i s t e x t pre­

vented him from " l o s i n g s i g h t of the One who i s the c e n t r a l 
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f i g u r e i n the Gospels". This l i t t l e book ref o c u s s e d h i s 

a t t e n t i o n on "the strong and mysterious person who walks 

through the pages of St.Mark." I n the l i g h t of t h i s book 

W e i l l saw how t h i s s h o r t sharp gospel could be read simply 

as the s t o r y of a man. 

I n s h o r t , i t brought him back to the t e x t s concerning 

a f i r s t century f i g u r e , who continued t o ask a twentieth 

century audience "Who am I ? " . [ 2 5 ] Thus a t a time when the 

C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c nature of h i s f a i t h was being challenged, 

t h i s book underlined f o r him the humanity and c e n t r a l i t y of 

J e s u s . One of the major t h e o l o g i c a l concerns of the 

ni n e t e e n t h century was the search f o r the " H i s t o r i c a l 

J e s u s " , and more simply the p o r t r a y a l of Jesus the Man. The 

quest, which was ignored by h i s parents, was engaged i n by 

t h e i r son, Stephen, i n h i s twenties. N e i l l d e s c r i b e s t h i s 

d i s c o v e r y of J e s u s the Man as s t r i k i n g him w i t h "the f o r c e 

of a r e v e l a t i o n " . [ 2 6 ] 

Another i s s u e a t t h i s time was h i s understanding of the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n . He admits t h a t a t t h i s stage he was s t r o n g l y 

i n f l u e n c e d by a mechanistic view of the Universe, where 

m i r a c l e s "cannot and do not happen".[27] I n t e r e s t i n g l y he 

d e s c r i b e s t h i s as a "darkness of understanding" and draws a 

comparison w i t h h i s "darkness of s p i r i t " which a l s o s e t i n 

a t v a r i o u s times w h i l s t a t Cambridge. N e i l l argues t h a t 

they were brought on f o r d i f f e r e n t reasons, but i t i s hard 

to b e l i e v e t h a t they were e n t i r e l y unconnected. His 

Autobiography may p a i n t a p i c t u r e of r e l a t i v e l y smooth 
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development, but i n t h i s b r i e f r e f e r e n c e to "darkness" l i e s 

a h i n t t h a t W e i l l s t r u g g l e d to r e l a t e p a r t s of h i s f a i t h 

with h i s s t u d i e s . 

The key t u r n i n g point on the R e s u r r e c t i o n came when he 

saw i t as more than simply the r e s u s c i t a t i o n of a s i n g l e 

man. I t became f o r him an event w i t h u n i v e r s a l s i g n i f i ­

cance. W e i l l g i v e s no e x p l i c i t d e t a i l s of the causes or 

exact o c c a s i o n of t h i s l a t e r a l l e a p . The only c l u e i s a 

passing r e f e r e n c e s to Redemption from t h i s World(1922) by 

A.G.Hogg and The F a i t h t h a t Rebels by D.S. C a i r n s which 

question the p r e v a l e n t n a t u r a l i s t i c view of the Universe. 

Perhaps W e i l l ' s l i n k i n g of R e s u r r e c t i o n and R e - c r e a t i o n 

found i t s c a t a l y s t i n the combination of these books and h i s 

re - r e a d i n g of Romans 8. 

I n the Autobiography he makes another l a t e r a l l e a p i n 

t h i s s e c t i o n . He moves i n the same sentence from t h i s 

d i s c u s s i o n of the R e s u r r e c t i o n , to applying i t to the 

i n d i v i d u a l b e l i e v e r . One f e e l s t h a t i t i s W e i l l the mature 

a p o l o g i s t r a t h e r than W e i l l the undergraduate who argues 

t h a t . 

The Gospel o f f e r s not new understanding of 

s e l f i n an unchanged world, but an i n v i t a ­

t i o n to adventure i n a world i n which a l l 

t h i n g s have now become new....[28] 

W e i l l ' s departure f o r I n d i a demonstrates how s e r i o u s l y he 

took the i n v i t a t i o n to adventure. W h i l s t h i s e x p l o r a t i o n s 

i n the world of German theology c l e a r l y reshaped h i s f a i t h , 
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they u l t i m a t e l y appear to have heightened h i s C h r i s t o -

c e n t r i c c o n v i c t i o n s ? which he s i g n i f i c a n t l y saw as being 

rooted i n h i s t o r i c a l events and not myths of the f i r s t 

century. His view of the R e s u r r e c t i o n may have developed, 

but i t i s c l e a r from the t h r u s t of t h i s s e c t i o n t h a t the 

i n d i v i d u a l p h y s i c a l r a i s i n g of Jesus from the dead a t one 

s p e c i f i c moment i n time remained c e n t r a l to h i s f a i t h . 

c) The Research Student 

A f u r t h e r impetus which appeared to heighten h i s d e s i r e 

to communicate i n t o a new c u l t u r e was h i s own r e s e a r c h . The 

d i s s e r t a t i o n he submitted f o r h i s T r i n i t y P r i z e F e l l o w s h i p 

was e n t i t l e d " P l o t i n u s and the Cappadocians. A Comparative 

Study i n Greek and C h r i s t i a n I d e a l , i n the l a s t c e n t u r i e s of 

the Ancient World", and i s the crowning achievement of h i s 

u n i v e r s i t y academic c a r e e r . 

The c l a s s i c i s t and the theologian i n him joi n e d f o r c e s 

to produce one hundred thousand words by a self-imposed 

deadline of ten months. For the f i r s t and l a s t time work 

pursued him " i n t o h i s dreams". The r e s u l t was i l l n e s s and a 

deep d i s t r u s t of r e s e a r c h f o r i t s own sake. Nev e r t h e l e s s , 

he could l a t e r w r i t e p o s i t i v e l y of t h i s periods " I have 

never again i n my l i f e worked so hard, but I do not r e g r e t 

the exhausting labour of t h a t e x p e d i t i o n i n t o P a t r i s t i c 

thought".[29] 

For both Henry and Owen Chadwick the s i g n i f i c a n c e of 

t h i s p i e c e of work i s t h a t i t was a thorough e l u c i d a t i o n of 
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a theory which more "modern t e c h n i c a l s c h o l a r s h i p has 

e s t a b l i s h e d f o r c e r t a i n " . [ 3 0 ] I t was not u n t i l the work of 

the two c o n t i n e n t a l s c h o l a r s Paul Henry (1938) and Hans 

Dehnhard (1964) t h a t i t was accepted t h a t "the t h r e e 

'Cappadocian F a t h e r s B a s i l , Gregory of Nazianzus, and 

Gregory of Nyssa, were a l l , i n d i f f e r i n g degrees, under the 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l i n f l u e n c e of P l o t i n u s and h i s p u p i l 

Porphryo"[31] W h i l s t i t i s v a l u a b l e to note W e i l l as ahead 

of h i s time, i t seems more important to examine both h i s 

methods and f i n a l c o n c l u s i o n s . 

Throughout the t h e s i s he i s keen "not to t r e a t C h r i s ­

t i a n i t y as an i s o l a t e d phenomenon" but r a t h e r a "movement 

which arose and grew i n a unique h i s t o r i c a l s i t u a t i o n . " [ 3 2 ] 

Thus i n h i s i n t r o d u c t i o n he p l a c e s B a s i l and the two 

Gregorys on the b o r d e r l i n e between the e a r l y church and 

medieval context. For N e i l l they a r e "the l a s t g r e a t 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of the Greek t r a d i t i o n i n Theology"[33], as 

they do not ignore Greek thought w i t h the f o l l o w e r s of 

Chrysostom but r a t h e r attempt to balance the c l a i m s of 

C h r i s t i a n i t y w i t h the l e a r n i n g with which they were 

s a t u r a t e d . 

As he explores and c o n t r a s t s the education system 

(Chapter 1 ) , the nature of God (Chapter 2 ) , the a s c e t i c 

i d e a l (Chapter 3) and the b e l i e f i n i m m o r t a l i t y (Chapter 4) 

he i l l u s t r a t e s t h a t w h i l s t i t i s i n e v i t a b l e t h a t the 

Cappadocians "should t h i n k and speak i n Greek and neo-

p l a t o n i c c a t e g o r i e s " , they are c o n t i n u a l l y endeavouring to 
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i n t e r p r e t a C h r i s t i a n system and s t r i v i n g to c o n s t r u c t a 

C h r i s t i a n philosophy. I n h i s con c l u s i o n he attempts to 

unravel some of t h e i r underlying motivations f o r t h i s course 

of a c t i o n . S i g n i f i c a n t l y , much of N e i l l ' s l i f e was spent 

t r y i n g to do what the Cappadocians had done, but i n 

d i f f e r e n t c o n t e x t s . 

F i r s t , t h e i r p a s t o r a l a c t i v i t y , such as the compas­

si o n a t e l e t t e r s of B a s i l , w r i t t e n to Jews and C h r i s t i a n s 

w i t h i n a H e l l e n i s t i c environment, demanded f l e x i b i l i t y i n 

p r e s e n t a t i o n . They attempted, f o r example, to demonstrate 

t h a t the Empire and Mystery C u l t s were surpassed by the 

Gospel they o f f e r e d . I n t e r e s t i n g l y , N e i l l appears 

c o n s t a n t l y a l s o to have been motivated by an i n t e r e s t i n the 

ord i n a r y non academic person. L a t e r i n h i s m i n i s t r y , he too 

aimed t o be i n f i n i t e l y f l e x i b l e i n h i s p r e s e n t a t i o n i n order 

to "bring people to know C h r i s t " . 

Secondly, i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h e r e f o r e t h a t w i t h 

s u b t l e t y he applauds t h e i r aim to communicate the C h r i s t i a n 

message i n an i n t e l l e c t u a l l y p l a u s i b l e f a s h i o n . T h i s too 

was a trademark of both N e i l l ' s l a t e r a p o l o g e t i c w r i t i n g s 

and l e c t u r e s . T h i r d l y , f o r N e i l l i t was t h e i r " d e s i r e to 

meet the Greeks on t h e i r own ground" and "to bridge the gap 

between Greek thought and the Church"[34] which l e d the 

Cappadocians to make so much use of Greek models. He per­

c e i v e s t h i s "unlimited a d a p t a b i l i t y " and b a p t i z i n g of 

philosophy as the key to the success of the Church over 

paganism. 
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N e v e r t h e l e s s , i n h i s Autobiography, w r i t t e n almost 

h a l f a century l a t e r , he does recognize t h a t i n t e g r a t i o n 

may l e a d to a s s i m i l a t i o n and even d i s t o r t i o n . Thus the way 

i n which the Cappadocians expressed themselves, d i d i n f l u ­

ence, even Corrupt, the content of t h e i r message. T h e i r 

s i n c e r e d e s i r e to express t h e i r f a i t h i n C h r i s t i n an e a s i l y 

a c c e s s i b l e f a s h i o n , and to "mediate the Gospel to a l l s o r t s 

of people"[35] meant they accepted u n c r i t i c a l l y the Greek 

ide a s of Apathes (non s u f f e r i n g ) and enlightenment., They had 

f a i l e d to d i s c e r n the d i f f e r e n c e s between the Hebraic and 

H e l l e n i s t i c manner of t h i n k i n g . U l t i m a t e l y , however, they 

gain W e i l l ' s s e a l of approval because they maintained a 

C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c c o n t r o l on t h e i r t h i n k i n g . [ 3 6 ] 

T h i s unpublished d i s s e r t a t i o n may have s t r e t c h e d h i s 

h e a l t h , but i t a l s o l a i d more weighty mental foundations f o r 

h i s attempted communication i n I n d i a . His mind had a l r e a d y 

been made up to l e a v e f o r the sub-continent before he em= 

barked on t h i s t h e s i s , but presumably the study of C h r i s -

t i a n i t y i n a new environment would have heightened h i s own 

awareness of the importance of developing new bridges i n t o 

o l d c u l t u r e s . I f h i s own academic study and h i s openness 

to a new s e t of t e a c h e r s appears to have widened h i s f a i t h , 

i t a l s o encouraged h i s d e s i r e to communicate the C h r i s t i a n 

message i n an a l i e n c u l t u r e . 

d) The Missionary Student 

T h i s process began f o r N e i l l w ith the Cambridge Mis-
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s i o n a r y Campaign- Alec V i d l e r r e c a l l s Stephen N e i l l p l a y i n g 

a n o t i c e a b l e r o l e i n these campaigns where "between f i f t y 

and a hundred undergraduates.....preached i n sc h o o l s , and 

other p l a c e s , i n the cause of overseas m i s s i o n s . " [ 3 7 ] I n the 

fo l l o w i n g year, 1921, he was o v e r a l l s e c r e t a r y of the 

Campaign. T h i s meant co- o r d i n a t i n g the Cambridge teams w i t h 

the l o c a l Tyneside Churches, and speaking a t numerous 

venues. 

T y p i c a l l y , i n t h i s p o s i t i o n , he was keen to ensure t h a t 

t h e r e was no emotional appeal, and "the f a c t s should be 

allowed t o speak f o r themselves."[38] T h i s e a r l y s o r t i e 

o u t s i d e the confines of Cambridge i s f u r t h e r evidence of h i s 

pa s s i o n a t e d e s i r e to "bring people to know C h r i s t . " 

T h i s u l t i m a t e goal would have been accentuated by being 

drawn i n t o the "ardour of the C.I.C.C.U." (Cambridge I n t e r -

C o l l e g i a t e C h r i s t i a n Union). He was c l e a r l y a t t r a c t e d by 

the "warm and l o v i n g f e l l o w s h i p " , and understood the key 

str a n d s of teachings "the n e c e s s i t y of personal conversion, 

the o b l i g a t i o n to h o l i n e s s and the duty of C h r i s t i a n 

Witness".[39] These were a l l a c t i v i t i e s which he would 

rec o g n i s e as marks of "sound" C h r i s t i a n d i s c i p l e s h i p . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , through f r i e n d s h i p with v a r i o u s S.C.M. 

(Student C h r i s t i a n Movement) members he was drawn out of 

"the somewhat narrow, though i n t i m a t e c i r c l e of the 

C.I.C.C.U i n t o a wider C h r i s t i a n world."[40] W h i l s t he was 

s u r p r i s e d to f i n d himself p r e s i d e n t of the l e s s d o c t r i n a l l y 

e x a c t i n g S.C.M., i t i s f u r t h e r evidence of widening h o r i -
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zons. Both o r g a n i s a t i o n s o f f e r e d the "shy" N e i l l 

f r i e n d s h i p . 

Perhaps more s i g n i f i c a n t l y was the f a c t t h a t the major­

i t y of h i s f r i e n d s were not C h r i s t i a n s . I n the shadows of 

the f i r s t World War, where T r i n i t y Cambridge was s t i l l 

mourning the l o s s of over 600 former undergraduates, the 

C h r i s t i a n f a i t h was now seen by many as bankrupt. 

P a r t of the reason f o r t h i s was the c l o s e i d e n t i f i c a ­

t i o n of C h r i s t i a n i t y w i t h the o l d e r generation who had been 

mistaken i n so much e l s e , and so were assumed a l s o to be 

i n c o r r e c t i n t h i s a r e a . Moreover, the e s t a b l i s h e d Church 

was s t i l l p a r t l y l i n k e d w i t h n a t i o n a l i s t i c f o r c e s t h a t had 

d r i v e n many men to t h e i r deaths. 

These two perceptions of the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h must have 

f u r t h e r a c c e l e r a t e d the m a r g i n a l i s a t i o n of Theology as an 

academic d i s c i p l i n e . "The Queen of the S c i e n c e s " was seen 

by many as deposed and i r r e l e v a n t . The i n c r e a s i n g l y s c e p t i ­

c a l atmosphere of Cambridge as w e l l as the questioning 

agnosticism and atheism of many of h i s contemporaries was a 

new experience f o r N e i l l . Given h i s enjoyment of debate, 

t h e i r views would almost c e r t a i n l y have sharpened both h i s 

f a i t h and h i s a b i l i t y to express i t . 

N e i l l b e l i e v e s h i s experience w i t h i n the world of 

l e a r n i n g taught him "patience i n p u r s u i t of knowledge", a 

growing a b i l i t y to hear the other s i d e , r e a d i n e s s to wel­

come the " v a r i e t y " and "splendour" of t r u t h and the impor­

tance of kindness.[41] W h i l s t i t must be recognised t h a t 
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t h i s assessment came i n the Autumn of h i s l i f e , the p o i n t he 

r e i t e r a t e s on a number of occasions i s t h a t h i s own " C h r i s ­

t i a n f a i t h became l e s s n a r r o w " . ^ 

Neve r t h e l e s s , the f i x e d point of h i s theology continues 

to be the c e n t r a l f i g u r e of the New Testament. The Matthean 

command t o "go and make d i s c i p l e s of a l l n a t i o n s " was a l s o 

r e i n f o r c e d by h i s study, h i s teachers and h i s wider 

experiences. I n the l i g h t of these i n f l u e n c e s and the 

worlds he had grown up i n , h i s departure to communicate i n 

I n d i a i s l e s s of a s u r p r i s e than a t f i r s t s i g h t . 
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Chapter 4? India„ His f i r s t Love(1924-30) 

My m i s s i o n a r y parents Dr. C h a r l e s W e i l l 

(+ 1949) and Dr. Margaret Penelope 

N e i l l (+ 1951) c a r r i e d me o f f t o I n d i a 

i n 1901. S i n c e t h a t time I n d i a has 

been a t the v e r y h e a r t of my concerns 

and emotions.(1) 

For N e i l l the I n d i a n Sub-continent had a magnetic p u l l , which 

found i t s s t r e n g t h not simply i n Theology but a l s o i n h i s 

experience a t home. T h i s chapter w i l l attempt to p l o t the 

course of h i s l i f e between 1924-30, the m a j o r i t y of which was 

spent i n I n d i a a s a missionary. I n the f o l l o w i n g chapter h i s 

work both as a t e a c h e r and a bishop w i l l be d i s c u s s e d . 

At both of these n a r r a t i v e stages t h r e e primary questions 

w i l l be poseds How d i d he express h i m s e l f ? I n what way d i d he 

express h i m s e l f ? And why d i d he express h i m s e l f ? Hopefully such 

an a n a l y s i s of the methodology he employed w i l l c a s t l i g h t 

both on the content of and the reason f o r h i s communication. 

Furthermore, i t should help e x p l a i n why he acted i n the way 

t h a t he d i d . The key primary source m a t e r i a l f o r the f o l l o w i n g 

two chapters a r e h i s p r i v a t e and o f f i c i a l l e t t e r s , h i s 

autobiography, h i s e a r l y published books and a number of 

secondary r e f e r e n c e s . 
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a) Passage to I n d i a 

During these e a r l y y e a r s h i s l i f e , h i s study, h i s 

preaching and h i s openness to l e a r n new methods a l l shed l i g h t 

on "how" he expressed h i m s e l f . His departure from the s a f e , 

the known and the comfortable world of T r i n i t y i n t o the unknown 

t e r r i t o r y of Southern I n d i a speaks more l o u d l y than many of h i s 

sermons. I t i s easy t o i d e n t i f y with N e i l l ' s f e e l i n g s of lone­

l i n e s s and t r e p i d a t i o n as he s e t s o f f f o r I n d i a . 

T y p i c a l l y he makes l i t t l e of such emotions i n the 

Autobiography, and i s q u i c k l y e n t e r t a i n i n g h i s readers w i t h a 

thorough e c c l e s i a s t i c a l h i s t o r y of T i n n e v e l l y . He p l a c e s h i s 

own a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l s w i t h i n t h i s wider context. Thus 

he i s i m p l i c i t l y c l a i m i n g a small but s i g n i f i c a n t p l a c e w i t h i n 

the h i s t o r i c a l drama of the South Indian Church. 

So he encourages h i s readers not only to see the au­

t h o r ' s but a l s o t h e i r own l i f e and work i n a much wider con­

t e x t . He employs t h i s technique throughout the Autobiography, 

but i t i s most n o t i c e a b l e i n the opening ch a p t e r s . Here he i s 

attempting to make sense of h i s own a c t i o n s as w e l l as 

u n d e r l i n i n g t h a t w h i l s t h i s r o l e may i n i t i a l l y have been 

anonymous, i t was not without some importance. The s p e c i f i c 

a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l information has t h e r e f o r e to be s i f t e d out 

from a p l e t h o r a of d e s c r i p t i v e and h i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l . 

He spent most of h i s f i r s t four y e a r s i n T i n n e v e l l y 

diocese l o c a t e d ^ i n the Madras Presidency, now known as Tamil 

Nadu. Much of t h i s time was taken up w i t h attempting to h e a l 

a n c i e n t d i v i s i o n s i n the Church, leading s e r v i c e s , t a k i n g p a r t 
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i n i t i n e r a n t e v a n g e l i s t i c work, and l e a r n i n g Tamil. I n the 

midst of t h i s w h i r l p o o l of a c t i v i t y he found time to begin h i s 

w r i t i n g c a r e e r w i t h "a simple i n t r o d u c t i o n to the New T e s t a ­

ment" e n t i t l e d s How Readest Thou?(2) T h i s would be the f i r s t 

of n e a r l y f i f t y books. 

b) The Missionary Ordained 

He was ordained deacon by the Bishop of T i n n e v e l l y i n 

1926ff and p r i e s t by the Bishop of E l y w h i l s t on furlough i n 

1928. He had e n r o l l e d a t the Clergy T r a i n i n g School (now 

Wescott House) during h i s l a s t year i n Cambridge, so was not 

requ i r e d to do any f u r t h e r r e s i d e n t i a l t r a i n i n g . 

His c a l l i n g and o r d i n a t i o n as deacon are de s c r i b e d i n the 

t h i r d chapter of h i s Autobiography i n a low key f a s h i o n . He 

was ordained not because of a b l i n d i n g r e v e l a t i o n or a over­

whelming i n n e r c o n v i c t i o n , r a t h e r because h i s Bishop s t r o n g l y 

advised him t o do so. T h i s was simply a pragmatic s t e p to 

f a c i l i t a t e h i s s e r v i c e of the Indi a n Church. 

I r o n i c a l l y the e v a n g e l i c a l W e i l l may have had a non-sacra­

mental view of the priesthood, but i n terms of obedience to the 

Bishop and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of him with the Church i t s e l f he 

d i s p l a y s a l e s s pragmatic a t t i t u d e . I n otherjwords, the Church 

i n South I n d i a was more than simply a "boat to f i s h from" or 

"platform to speak on." 

I t was f o r W e i l l the l o c a t i o n of some r e s i d u a l a u t h o r i t y , 

but not f i n a l a u t h o r i t y . Thus a t a t the end of Chapter Three 

of the Autobiography he w r i t e s he has always thought 

"the v o i c e of the Church i s a v o i c e to which the C h r i s t i a n must 
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l i s t e n w i t h the most c a r e f u l a t t e n t i o n , " but i n h i s eyes the 

C h r i s t i a n was not always "pledged to obey i t " . [ 3 ] W e i l l ' s 

e c c l e s i o l o g y would develop f u r t h e r when he l e f t I n d i a . Never­

t h e l e s s , h i s obedient a t t i t u d e towards the Church and i t s 

l e a d e r s e x p l a i n s why he o f t e n taught i n p l a c e s he would r a t h e r 

not have been i n , such as Nazareth ( S . I n d i a ) and Alwaye. 

The reason why he d i s l i k e d these l o c a t i o n s was because 

N e i l l saw h i m s e l f as a " f r o n t - l i n e " missionary, he had l i t t l e 

d e s i r e t o be a "missionary t o C h r i s t i a n s " . Hence he was 

f r u s t r a t e d when^, on h i s r e t u r n to I n d i a , he taught i n 

Travancore a t the Union College, Alwaye. His 

l e t t e r s from t h i s time r e v e a l sadness a t being away from 

T i n n e v e l l y and f r u s t r a t i o n with h i s new home on the Malabar 

coast. "The t e a c h i n g of E n g l i s h i n a merely pa s s a b l e C o l l e g e 

i s about the most d e s o l a t i n g form of i n t e l l e c t u a l s e l f -

immolation which I can conceive."(4) 

He f e l t u n f u l f i l l e d , as he d i d not see t h i s as a sphere 

where he could put h i s "many yea r s of l i n g u i s t i c training":, 

h i s " i n t e r e s t i n theology" and h i s "passionate d e s i r e f o r the 

b u i l d i n g up of the church" i n t o use. (5) His r e t u r n to 

missionary and p a r o c h i a l work f o r two years i n T i n n e v e l l y 

c l e a r l y allowed some of these g i f t s to be put to b e t t e r use. 

c ) The Missionary's Methods 

W h i l s t working i n these dioceses of T i n n e v e l l y and 

Travancore (1924 to 1930) he threw himself i n t o comprehending 

South In d i a n c u l t u r e . I n the same way t h a t he had immersed 

himself i n the world of the Cappadocian F a t h e r s , so he now 
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d i r e c t e d h i s energies i n t o l e a r n i n g Tamil and ex p l o r i n g some 

p a r t s of the m u l t i - f a c e t e d world of Hinduism-

On one l e v e l studying works such as the R i g Veda, 

as w e l l as v a r i o u s t e x t s of Bhakti devotion 

s a t i s f i e d an' apparently i n s a t i a b l e i n t e l l e c t u a l c u r i o s i t y f o r 

new d i s c o v e r i e s ? thus i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t "the mature 

knowledge of an a n c i e n t people"(6) r e f l e c t e d i n a language t h a t 

had been spoken f o r over 2000 yea r s would hold h i s f a s c i n a t i o n . 

On another l e v e l he came from a f a m i l y where i t was "taken 

f o r granted t h a t , where you a r e , you l e a r n the language of the 

people. "(7) I t would be f a i r to assume t h a t there was a 

u t i l i t a r i a n goal i n s i g h t s to express C h r i s t i a n t r u t h more 

e f f e c t i v e l y both w i t h i n and outsi d e the church. T h i s c e r t a i n l y 

appears t o be h i s primary motive f o r l e a r n i n g Malayalam w h i l s t 

a t Alwaye. 

. I n h i s Autobiography he c i t e s a number of problems of 

communication, but n e a r l y a l l a r e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h s p e c i f i c a l l y 

C h r i s t i a n d i d a c t i c or kerygmatic a c t i v i t i e s . ( 8 ) These i n c l u d e d 

the m i s t r a n s l a t i o n of b i b l i c a l t e x t s i n t o Tamil and an i n i t i a l 

i n a b i l i t y t o bridge the conceptual gulf between the In d i a n and 

Western mind. 

Numerous secondary commentators un d e r l i n e h i s attempts to 

overcome these d i f f i c u l t i e s by h i s speedy mastery of T a m i l . ( 9 ) 

His conquest of a language with some 1,330 d i s t i c h s h i g h l i g h t s 

both h i s f a c i l i t y a t l e a r n i n g languages and the importance he 

a s s o c i a t e d with gaining c o n t r o l over a new means of e x p r e s s i o n . 

W h i l s t as a Tamil speaker he stood i n the t r a d i t i o n of 
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bishops from another generation ^Sar^p^ and C a l d w e l l ) , he a l s o 

i s o l a t e d h i m s e l f from some of h i s colleagues by what they saw 

as d e l v i n g too deeply i n t o the world of Tamil. He was, f o r 

example, c r i t i c i s e d f o r reading a Tamil legend. His defence i s 

illuminating,, as he argues t h a t a "good knowledge of Hindu 

Tamil was e s s e n t i a l f o r the work I hoped fe- l& " because he saw 

himself as coming to I n d i a as a "missionary to non-

C h r i s t i a n s " . (10) 

As an i n t e l l e c t u a l adventurer h i s e x p l o r a t i o n s of the 

"endless world of Tamil poetry"(11) are not s u r p r i s i n g . Never­

t h e l e s s , t h e s e s t u d i e s once again appear to have been motivat­

ed by a d e s i r e to understand the c u l t u r e b e t t e r i n order to 

communicate more e f f e c t i v e l y . 

T h i s methodology i s most c l e a r l y s e t out i n Out of 

Bondages C h r i s t and the I n d i a n V i l l a g e r (19 28). (1.2) He begins 

i n Chapter One by p a i n t i n g a v i v i d p i c t u r e of the I n d i a n V i l ­

lage. He then attempts i n Chapter Two to go beneath the e x t e r ­

n a l s , and s t e p i n s i d e the mind of the Indian v i l l a g e r . His 

conclusions a r e p e j o r a t i v e , f o r he uncovers "confused masses of 

unregulated and unmastered experiences"(13) and a "farrago of 

e v i l and sheer unreason."(14) 

The c r i t e r i a he uses to make such harsh judgements a r e not 

e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e d . H is i m p l i c i t assumption i s t h a t the 

v i l l a g e r s g e n e r a l sense of " f e a r " i s a symptom of a d i s o r d e r e d 

world view. The young N e i l l makes here a c l a s s i c e r r o r of 

using h i s own "ordered" Western world view to judge another 

l e s s f a m i l i a r c u l t u r e . As an older man N e i l l would not have 
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negated t h e i r p o s i t i o n so comprehensively. 

Nev e r t h e l e s s , i n the midst of t h i s "chaos", he i d e n t i f i e s 

a number of elements of t r u t h which can be "turned to the s e r v ­

i c e " of the m i s s i o n a r i e s " work- The t r i a n g l e of "one supreme 

God, the u n i v e r s a l f a c t of conscience and a s t r i v i n g f o r l i f e 

a f t e r l i f e " ( 1 5 ) a r e a l l seen as points which can a s s i s t i n the 

d e l i v e r y of the message. 

His approach can be summarised by the statement t h a t 

" s u c c e s s f u l preaching to simple people demands long and p a t i e n t 

study of t h e i r minds and of the thoughts t h a t they can 

grasp."(16) The method employed here, t h e r e f o r e , i s f i r s t to 

acknowledge the huge gap between the preacher and h i s audience, 

and then to i d e n t i f y common themes and use them as bridges by 

which the " c i t a d e l of Hinduism" can be stormed. (17) The im­

p l i c i t assumption i s t h a t C h r i s t i a n i t y b r i n g s order and harmony 

over t h i s world of apparent chaos. 

W e i l l makes c l e a r t h a t he employed a v a r i e t y of methods of 

expression? but h i s c e n t r a l t o o l was preaching. He adopted a 

v a r i e t y of s t y l e s to s u i t a number of d i f f e r e n t c o n texts; from 

an hour i n the e a r l y morning f o r workers on t h e i r way to work, 

v i a a t e n minute s t o r y i n the marketplace with the a i d of 

simple p i c t u r e s , to a s h o r t homily i n a Hindu house.(18) 

According to N e i l l , the use of such v i s u a l a i d s once drew 

crowds of as many as a thousand weavers o u t s i d e a m i l l . (19) 

Perhaps a l s o he underrates the drawing power of a white f a c e 

using Tamil which would have been r a r e l y seen or heard i n t h i s 

a r e a . 
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I t i s debatable j u s t how s u c c e s s f u l he was i n h i s work. 

For example, i n r e t r o s p e c t he b e l i e v e d t h a t he preached " f a r 

above the heads" of h i s h e a r e r s , because i t took time f o r 

him to "forget h i s a b s t r a c t way of t h i n k i n g and r e a l i s e 

the l i m i t a t i o n s of h i s h e a r e r s ' range of experience. " (20) 

N e i l l s l o w l y recognised t h a t many of h i s more academic t o o l s 

t h a t had won him p r i z e s i n Cambridge were of l i t t l e immediate 

use now i n Southern I n d i a . Thus the a b s t r a c t Greek d i s c u s s i o n s 

of P l o t i n u s and the Cappadocians had no d i r e c t l i n k w i t h 

N e i l l ' s attempts to express himself i n t h i s new context. 

His communication s k i l l s were aided by the American Meth­

o d i s t m i s s i o n a r y f Dr. E. S t a n l e y Jones (1884-1973). T h i s w e l l -

known t r a v e l l i n g l e c t u r e r , author and missionary, d e s c r i b e d by 

W e i l l as a " h i g h l y eloquent and s k i l l e d speaker",(21) d i d not 

simply d e l i v e r h i s message and l e a v e , but he a l s o encouraged 

d i s c u s s i o n and even debates afterwards. His aim was t o encour­

age h i s l i s t e n e r s to t h i n k and not f o r c e them to an immediate 

con c l u s i o n . T h i s can be most c l e a r l y seen by the s e t t i n g up of 

C h r i s t i a n Round Table Conferences, some of which N e i l l a t t e n d ­

ed. The o b j e c t of t h e s e d i s c u s s i o n s was not conversion, a t 

l e a s t i n any immediate sense of t h a t term, but information and 

mutual enlightenment".(22) 

W h i l s t i t has been noted elsewhere how N e i l l ' s p a r t i c i p a ­

t i o n i n these d i s c u s s i o n s would f u r t h e r provoke him to d i a ­

logue with the non C h r i s t i a n world ( 2 3 ) , i t i s a l s o worth 

u n d e r l i n i n g t h a t Jones helped N e i l l w i t h i n an a l i e n Hindu 

c u l t u r e "to present a C h r i s t i a n message without g i v i n g unneces-
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s a r y o f f e n c e " . ( 2 4 ) At t h i s e a r l y stage he was t h e r e f o r e s l o w l y 

l e a r n i n g how t o woo an I n d i a n audience. 

Take f o r example the use of the medical m i s s i o n a r y to 

draw a crowd f o r the preachers and c a t e c h i s t s . His aim here 

was not simply to capture an audience, but a l s o to provoke a 

s e t of q u e s t i o n s , such ass "What i s a t the root of a l l t h i s 

love and s e r v i c e ? " which would then point the q u e s t i o n e r to 

"Him whose name i s Love". Thus the p r a c t i c a l c a r e of the 

doctors would speak l o u d l y of the "Love of God" as p r a c t i s e d by 

His Son.(25) 

What, however, was i m p l i c i t i n t h e i r a c t i o n s was to be 

made e x p l i c i t by the i t i n e r a n t preacher. The aim of such 

preaching was t o go beyond a general awareness of the "Love of 

God" t o a s p e c i f i c knowledge of His Son? or i n N e i l l ' s own 

words, the goal was "that people should get a p i c t u r e of 

J e s u s " . ( 2 6 ) For N e i l l t h e r e f o r e , t h i s f i r s t century preacher 

was a t the h e a r t of h i s own i m p l i c i t and e x p l i c i t e x p r e s s i o n . 

d) The Missionary's Message 

The v a r i e t y of methods employed and s a c r i f i c e s he was 

prepared t o make h i g h l i g h t the importance he placed upon t h i s 

message. But i t was more than simply the "man" Jesus who was 

a t the h e a r t of h i s communication; i t was a l s o C h r i s t the 

"conqueror of demons" who was presented.(27) T h i s secondary 

emphasis upon the s u p e r n a t u r a l c h a r a c t e r of Jesus points not 

only to N e i l l ' s own b e l i e f s , but a l s o to a growing s e n s i t i v i t y 

towards h i s audience. 
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I n N e i l l ' s eyes the I n d i a n v i l l a g e r was trapped by f e a r of 

e v i l s p i r i t s , (28) and thus i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g he emphasised 

t h i s p a r t i c u l a r s t r a n d of the Gospel t r a d i t i o n . For here he 

had d i s c o v e r e d a bridge between h i s message rooted i n the f i r s t 

century and h i s I n d i a n audience i n the twentieth. 

His mature r e f l e c t i o n s on t h i s process a r e i l l u m i n a t i n g . 

W h i l s t he does not s p e l l out the p r e c i s e contents of the 

message i n h i s Autobiography, he does c r i t i c i s e those 

col l e a g u e s who had focused too much on the m a t e r i a l advantages 

of f o l l o w i n g the man from G a l i l e e . 

I r o n i c a l l y , h i s chapter on these s i x y e a r s b u i l d s up to a 

crescendo where he attempts to j u s t i f y h i s work by arguing t h a t 

"the knowledge of C h r i s t i s the p e a r l beyond p r i c e " . ( 2 9 ) T h i s 

language i s a l s o to be found i n Out of Bondage where the 

appeal of C h r i s t echoes throughout the pages. Such a compari­

son demonstrates t h a t one f i x e d point w i t h i n h i s theology was 

h i s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c f a i t h . 

The nature of t h i s f a i t h can be seen more c l e a r l y by 

i n v e s t i g a t i n g how he perceived there being a " c o n f l i c t between 

custom and C h r i s t " . ( 3 0 ) To borrow Niebuhr's c a t e g o r i e s N e i l l 

a t t h i s time was operating p r i m a r i l y w i t h i n the framework where 

C h r i s t i s s e t a g a i n s t c u l t u r e . There a r e r a r e glimmers of a 

more p o s i t i v e approach which p e r c e i v e s C h r i s t as the transform­

e r of s o c i e t y , and even operating w i t h c u l t u r e . So f o r 

example, i n the core chapters of Out of Bondage he looks a t how 

to improve the school (Chapter 4 ) , the v i l l a g e (Chapter 5) and 

the Church (Chapter 6 ) . Nevertheless, a theme which echoes 
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throughout the book i s the head on c l a s h between C h r i s t and 

c e r t a i n a s p e c t s of the I n d i a n C u l t u r e . 

Towards the end of h i s l i f e , books such as C r i s e s of 

B e l i e f (1984) i l l u s t r a t e how he had l e a r n t to l i s t e n more 

c a r e f u l l y to: a l i e n c u l t u r e s and avoid the p e j o r a t i v e language 

which seeps i n t o h i s e a r l i e r works, though he does continue to 

speak of the "two g r e a t f o r c e s of Hinduism and the C h r i s t i a n 

Gospel" which "confront each other".(31) 

Thus a t both the s t a r t and f i n i s h of h i s c a r e e r he made no 

attempt to s y n c r e t i z e the core content of h i s f a i t h . Owen 

Chadwick's c r i t i c i s m t h a t he d i d not a l l o w t h i s I n d i a n world to 

s e r i o u s l y " i n t e r r o g a t e " h i s f a i t h i s p a r t i c u l a r l y v a l i d through 

these e a r l y y e a r s of h i s c a r e e r . ( 3 2 ) 

A f u r t h e r c r i t i c i s m which could be l e v e l l e d a t N e i l l i s 

h i s comparative i n d i f f e r e n c e to the poverty which he r e g u l a r l y 

encountered. T h i s can be h i g h l i g h t e d by a comparison w i t h the 

comments of Malcolm Muggeridge who stayed with N e i l l a t C h r i s t ­

mas 1925.(33) W h i l s t Muggeridge was shocked by the l a c k of 

medical c a r e t h a t l e d to the premature death of many v i l l a g e r s , 

N e i l l appears more perturbed by the s p i r i t u a l poverty surround­

ing him.(34) 

N e i l l ' s p erception of d i s e a s e , d r i n k and debt merely as 

symptoms of a deeper t h e o l o g i c a l malaise could be used as 

evidence of h i s apparent d i s i n t e r e s t i n the m a t e r i a l world. One 

could go f u r t h e r and argue t h a t N e i l l , l i k e many of the Greeks 

he s t u d i e d , h e l d onto a P l a t o n i s t i c world view. Such an e x p l a ­

nation of N e i l l however, must be q u a l i f i e d by the f a c t t h a t he 
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wholeheartedly .supported the work of medical m i s s i o n a r i e s who 

i n e v i t a b l y focused on the m a t e r i a l world. 

W e i l l ' s u l t i m a t e goal was not p h y s i c a l h e a l i n g , but r a t h e r 

t h a t a l l would have some "knowledge of God. "(35) Here, then, 

were two b r i g h t Cambridge graduates faced with the same scena­

r i o s , but making ap p a r e n t l y c o n t r a s t i n g diagnoses. T h e i r per­

ception and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of r e a l i t y was shaped not simply by 

the surrounding environment, but a l s o by t h e i r own d i s t i n c t i v e 

b e l i e f s . 

e) The Missionary's Motivation 

An examination of W e i l l ' s methods and c e n t r a l content 

leads n a t u r a l l y t o a key explanatory question. Why was he so 

s t r o n g l y motivated t o express t h i s p a r t i c u l a r message? The 

c l o s i n g appeal- of Out of Bondage may be d i r e c t e d a t h i s read­

e r s , but i t i s o b v i o u s l y grounded i n h i s own experiences 

When a man by constant contemplation of the 

p a s s i o n and the r e s u r r e c t i o n of our Lord, 

f i n d s h imself so inflamed with the love of 

God and man t h a t he cannot bear the thought 

of any man l i v i n g and dying without the 

knowledge of God, he may begin to bear the 

c r o s s of C h r i s t . I f , as he bears i t , t h i s 

longing f o r the g l o r y of God and the s a l v a ­

t i o n of a l l men becomes so great t h a t i t 

f i l l s a l l h i s thoughts and d e s i r e s , then he 

has the one t h i n g without which no man can 

t r u l y be a messenger of C h r i s t . ( 3 6 ) 
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T h i s key passage i s strong evidence to support the case t h a t 

N e i l l was motivated not by c u l t u r a l i m p e r i a l i s m , nor Neo-

Platonism but by a passionate b e l i e f i n God's love which was 

expressed most c l e a r l y through the death and r e s u r r e c t i o n of 

J e s u s . 

His r e f l e c t i o n upon these s a l v i f i c a c t s compelled him to 

look out towards those who had no knowledge of t h e i r s i g n i f i ­

cance o As he p e r c e i v e d such ignorance or even r e j e c t i o n of 

t h i s u l t i m a t e a c t of l o v e , he began to i d e n t i f y with some of 

the p a i n of the c r o s s . T h i s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the s u f f e r i n g of 

the p a s s i o n l e d him not to i n t r o v e r t e d b i t t e r n e s s or d e s p a i r , 

but r a t h e r t o an almost o b s e s s i v e d e s i r e to proclaim the news 

of " s a l v a t i o n " . I n s h o r t he saw himself as a r e s c u e r who him­

s e l f had been rescued. 

I f one takes t h i s perception of r e a l i t y i n t o account, i t 

i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t he saw s p i r i t u a l poverty and ignorance 

as the most p r e s s i n g needs. I n order to a s s i s t the poor he was 

"compelled" to communicate the One who could a l l e v i a t e the 

d i s e a s e of s i n , the entrapment of f e a r and the darkness of 

ignorance. His emphasis upon the preached and taught word 

i l l u s t r a t e how he b e l i e v e d t h a t the spoken word was a b l e to be 

used by God t o b r i n g h e a l i n g . 

His s t r u g g l e s to communicate e f f e c t i v e l y r e f l e c t not a 

lack of confidence i n t h i s method, but r a t h e r a concern to be 

the best messenger or mediator t h a t he could be of t h i s u n i v e r ­

s a l message. The model employed a t t h i s stage can t h e r e f o r e be 

seen as A passes X on to B, r a t h e r than A and B d i s c o v e r more 
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about X through t h e i r mutual d i s c o v e r i e s . Perhaps t h i s model 

i s p a r t i a l l y due to N e i l l ' s background where the l e c t u r e r , 

t eacher, or preacher p r i m a r i l y passed on t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r gems 

of wisdom i n a formal spoken context. I t a l s o i l l u s t r a t e s 

f u r t h e r how N e i l l p e r c e i v e d God's own method of r e v e l a t i o n . 

Three examples from t h i s period should s u f f i c e to i l l u s ­

t r a t e h i s understanding of God's r e v e l a t i o n . F i r s t , the energy 

he put i n t o h i s "Simple In t r o d u c t i o n to the New Testament" 

How Readest Thou? „ as w e l l as the huge amount of work he i n ­

vested i n t r a n s l a t i n g the Tamil B i b l e u n d e r l i n e how he saw the 

b i b l i c a l t r a d i t i o n as fundamental to God's own e x p r e s s i o n . 

Second i s h i s j u s t i f i c a t i o n of using medical m i s s i o n a r i e s . 

Obviously t h e r e was the pragmatic c o n s i d e r a t i o n t h a t i t drew a 

crowd, but N e i l l p l a c e d f a r more s i g n i f i c a n c e upon the example 

of C h r i s t . For He had s e n t out His d i s c i p l e s to h e a l f i r s t and 

then to preach. N e i l l does not attempt to i m i t a t e C h r i s t ' s 

example i n i t s e n t i r e t y , as he had n e i t h e r medical t r a i n i n g or 

the g i f t of h e a l i n g . His o v e r a l l hope, as s t a t e d e a r l i e r , was 

t h a t a g e n e r a l f o l l o w i n g of C h r i s t ' s l i f e would r e s u l t i n new 

s e t s of q uestions being asked, which would u l t i m a t e l y p o i n t to 

the "love of God". Such use of the l i f e of C h r i s t as the model 

to f o l l o w demonstrates not only N e i l l ' s p e r s u a s i v e s k i l l s , but 

a l s o i s f u r t h e r evidence of the p r i o r i t y he gave to God's 

r e v e l a t i o n through J e s u s . 

A t h i r d example l i e s with h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of I n d i a n 

C u l t u r e . Was h i s study of t h i s world i n any way motivated by a 

b e l i e f t h a t God had communicated outside the t r a d i t i o n a l 

82 



C h r i s t i a n framework? I t i s hard to d i s c o v e r any f i r m evidence 

from h i s e a r l y y e a r s which would permit a d e f i n i t e a f f i r m a t i v e 

answer. He does admit t h a t "God had not l e f t himself without 

witness" even "amongst the poorer f o l k of I n d i a . " ( 3 8 ) T h i s 

statement appears to echo Romans 1 more than a d e l i g h t i n 

d i s c o v e r i n g of God's r e v e l a t i o n w i t h i n the m u l t i - f a c e t e d I n d i a n 

c u l t u r e . 

His e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l framework i s , t h e r e f o r e , grounded 

w i t h i n a Western C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n . I n s h o r t , a c i r c l e of 

communication emerges whereby the b i b l i c a l t r a d i t i o n h i g h l i g h t s 

the l i g h t of C h r i s t , who i n t u r n points to the F a t h e r . I t i s 

t h i s c i r c l e which N e i l l would attempt to e x p l a i n and encourage 

people to s t e p i n t o . 

T h i s i s f u r t h e r reason why he was unhappy to narrow the 

c i r c l e i n t o a simple t r a n s p o r t a b l e package to be proclaimed, as 

"the measure of a church's e v a n g e l i s t i c a c t i v i t y i s not the 

number of addresses given, nor the number of Gospels s o l d but 

r a t h e r the t o t a l impact of the church on the whole non-

C h r i s t i a n community by which i t i s surrounded."(39) 

T h i s i s a u s e f u l reminder of N e i l l ' s breadth of v i s i o n f o r 

communication. I t was more than one i n d i v i d u a l to another 

i n d i v i d u a l , i t was a l s o one community to another community. 

P a r t l y f o r t h i s reason he would i n v e s t more and more energy i n 

b u i l d i n g up the church. I n many ways t h i s e a r l y p e r i o d i n 

I n d i a was merely a t r a i n i n g period, where he f u r t h e r developed 

h i s s k i l l s of e x p r e s s i o n which were so necessary f o r the 

r i g o u r s of t h e o l o g i c a l teaching and e p i s c o p a l d u t i e s . 
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Chapter 5s Heat and Dust i n I n d i a (1930-44) 

He had t h a t g i f t , of a l l g i f t s the most 

n e c e s s a r y f o r a missionary i n I n d i a , 

t e n a c i t y . Through l o n e l i n e s s , depression, 

and not in f r e q u e n t i l l n e s s , he held on, and 

a t h i s death l e f t behind a cohesive and 

wel l - o r d e r e d church. He must be reckoned 

among the gr e a t p i l l a r s of the Indi a n 

Church. [ 1] 

N e i l l wrote t h i s about a s i x t e e n t h century French J e s u i t 

m issionary Henry Henriques.(1520-1600) Much of what he says 

could a l s o be a p p l i e d to h i s own experience i n I n d i a . He too 

"held on" t e n a c i o u s l y through r e c u r r i n g bouts of dep r e s s i o n . 

D e t a i l s of h i s c o n d i t i o n are most e x p l i c i t l y d e s c r i b e d i n h i s 

Autobiography. For i n s t a n c e he w r i t e s t h a t i n 1926 " i t was as 

i f the l i g h t s went out" [ 2 ] , and he even draws some p a r a l l e l s 

with the Danish t h e o l o g i a n Kierkegaard who often f e l t " l i k e a 

man f e v e r i s h l y t r e a d i n g water".[3] 

Both th e s e comments come from the mature N e i l l , who w i t h 

the b e n e f i t of h i n d s i g h t was a b l e to ana l y s e h i s p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

condition w i t h g r e a t e r o b j e c t i v i t y . But even f o r t y y e a r s on 

he confines almost a l l these s e l f - d i a g n o s t i c remarks to the 

f i r s t chapter of h i s Autobiography. The reason why he seems 

almost embarrassed to t a l k about these f e e l i n g s w i l l be ex-
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plored i n the next chapter. 

Repression of such f e e l i n g s i s a l s o to be found i n h i s 

annual C.M.S. l e t t e r s . There are however, o c c a s i o n a l glimpses 

of h i s f r u s t r a t i o n s . For i n s t a n c e he d e s c r i b e s 1936-7 as "a 

most d i f f i c u l t and p a i n f u l year" where "the c o l o u r s of l i f e 

a re sombre".[4] Four ye a r s e a r l i e r the Bishop of T i n n e v e l l y 

d e s c r i b e s N e i l l as " h i g h l y strung ........ c o n s t a n t l y on the 

verge of over-work and an over=strained nervous system. " [ 5 ] 

His continuous s t r u g g l e with insomnia was probably both a 

cause and a symptom of h i s s t r e s s . A p i c t u r e , t h e r e f o r e , 

emerges of a man who s u f f e r e d from r e c u r r i n g endogenous (as 

opposed to r e a c t i v e ) depression.[6] W h i l s t , i t i s d i f f i c u l t to 

a s s e s s the e x a c t impact of such i n t e r n a l storms, i t i s 

important to i d e n t i f y t h i s t e n s i o n as the hidden background to 

h i s work w h i l s t i n I n d i a , His enigmatic " t e n a c i t y " i n s p i t e of 

such anguish w i l l be d i s c u s s e d l a t e r . 

T h i s chapter, w h i l s t bearing t h i s r e c u r r i n g i n t e r n a l 

t u r m o i l i n mind, w i l l f i r s t focus upon h i s work as a 

t h e o l o g i c a l educator (1930-9) and secondly as the Bishop of 

T i n n e v e l l y (1939-44). T h i s w i l l be followed i n both s e c t i o n s by 

a c l o s e r examination of methods, contents and explanations of 

h i s communication. During these fourteen y e a r s he produced 

e i g h t p u b l i s h e d books, from the d i d a c t i c h i s t o r y of B u i l d e r s of 

the I n d i a n Church (1933) v i a Foundation B e l i e f s (1942) to The 

Challenge of Jesus C h r i s t (1944). 

T h i s p r o d u c t i v i t y and v a r i e t y i s doubly imp r e s s i v e i f one 

c o n s i d e r s not only h i s p s y c h o l o g i c a l s t a t e , but a l s o the l a c k 
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of l i b r a r y r e s o u r c e s a v a i l a b l e to Weill., At t h i s stage he was 

f i r s t and foremost a v e r b a l communicator, as the m a j o r i t y of 

these w r i t t e n works were born out of spoken l e c t u r e s or s e r ­

mons . Eyewitness accounts suggest t h a t i n the l e c t u r e room or 

i n the p u l p i t he was i n t o t a l c o n t r o l of h i s m a t e r i a l , o f t e n 

e l o q u e n t l y speaking without notes.[7] 

I t i s c r u c i a l t o recognize the dichotomy between the 

p r i v a t e t r o u b l e d s o u l and the b r i l l i a n t p u b l i c o r a t o r , as 

perhaps some of the ro o t s of h i s genius as a communicator a r e 

to be found i n t h i s t e n s i o n . A number of questions a r e r a i s e d 

by these c o n t r a s t i n g s i d e s of the same l i f e , and w i l l be 

t a c k l e d t a n g e n t i a l l y i n t h i s chapter. 

F i r s t , i s i t conceivable t h a t the acceptance t h a t he 

missed i n an i n t i m a t e r e l a t i o n s h i p , he subconsciously sought as 

he wooed h i s audiences e x p l i c i t l y to C h r i s t , and perhaps 

i m p l i c i t l y t o h i m s e l f ? Or to put i t more h a r s h l y d i d he need 

the arm of r e c o g n i t i o n to pr o t e c t him from h i s own i n s e c u r i ­

t i e s ? 

Secondly, does h i s comparative i n t e l l e c t u a l i s o l a t i o n , 

a f t e r the busy academic world of Cambridge, e x p l a i n h i s 

preoccupation w i t h education? T h i r d l y , does h i s work i n I n d i a 

as a t e a c h e r , e v a n g e l i s t and bishop f i n d i t s u l t i m a t e 

explanation i n N e i l l ' s own c h a r a c t e r or i s t h i s but one element 

i n a f a r more complex mosaic? I n s h o r t , are h i s g r e a t e s t 

strengths rooted i n and explained by h i s weaknesses? 
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a) T h e o l o g i c a l Teacher (1930-39) 

For e i g h t and a h a l f years t h e o l o g i c a l 

t e a c h i n g was my d a i l y and hourly 

concern....as the f a t e of v i l l a g e t e a c h e r s 

and c a t e c h i s t s , more than a thousand of 

them, always l a y heavy on my h e a r t . [ 8 ] 

W e i l l ' s d e s i r e t o t r a i n l o c a l C h r i s t i a n l e a d e r s found 

ex p r e s s i o n i n h i s e f f o r t s to improve the education system i n 

Southern I n d i a . T h i s i s the most common theme running through 

ten y e a r s of C.M.S. l e t t e r s . I t i s c l e a r from these annual 

l e t t e r s t h a t t h e o l o g i c a l education d i d indeed " l a y heavy on h i s 

h e a r t " . 

The m a j o r i t y of h i s time was taken up by work as warden 

a t the Bishop's t h e o l o g i c a l c o l l e g e , Tirumaraiur (the v i l l a g e 

of h o l y r e v e l a t i o n ) , Nazareth. T h i s commitment i l l u s t r a t e s how 

important he saw t h e o l o g i c a l education i n the b u i l d i n g up of 

i n d i v i d u a l C h r i s t i a n s and the wider Church. 

At the I n t e r n a t i o n a l Missionary Conference i n Madras 

(1938) he was r e s p o n s i b l e f o r the "Report on the T r a i n i n g of 

the Indigenous M i n i s t r y " which argued t h a t the present 

c o n d i t i o n of " t h e o l o g i c a l education i s one of the g r e a t e s t 

weaknesses i n the whole C h r i s t i a n E n t e r p r i s e . " [ 9 ] T h i s concern 

f o r t h e o l o g i c a l education would become a passion here i n I n d i a 

as w e l l as l a t e r i n both E a s t and West A f r i c a . 

Some would argue t h a t h i s teaching method i n the classroom 

could u l t i m a t e l y be t r a c e d to the t h e o l o g i c a l r e v o l u t i o n s f o r 
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which Luther s e t the- foundations. [fj The mature W e i l l p e r c eived 

t h a t h i s o b j e c t i v e was to help "students to c r o s s the bridge 

from a p r e - c r i t i c a l to a c r i t i c a l a t t i t u d e towards 

t h e o l o g y o " [ 1 0 ] As a t e a c h e r he apparently flew i n the f a c e of 

t r a d i t i o n a l m i s s i o n a r y teaching methods by avoiding the use of 

sermon m a t e r i a l or d i c t a t i o n notes f h i s aim was to help 

students "think f o r themselves"[11] and so make " t h e i r own 

d i s c o v e r i e s " . [ 12 ] 

Beneath t h i s d i d a c t i c o b j e c t i v e was a p a s t o r a l l y s e n s i t i v e 

concern t o c h a l l e n g e fundamentalist views without d e s t r o y i n g 

h i s p u p i l ' s f a i t h = He attempted to do t h i s by s t a r t i n g with 

Paul, the prophets and the book of Judges. Here form and 

h i s t o r i c a l c r i t i c a l t o o l s could be used without p r e c i p i t a t i n g a 

c r i s i s of f a i t h . The i m p l i c i t assumption of such a method i s 

t h a t as students matured they would be more a b l e to d i s c e r n 

both the s t r e n g t h s and weaknesses of these approaches t o the 

b i b l i c a l t e x t . 

On t h e s e foundations, they would then be able to grow up 

i n t o a more balanced approach to the gospels and engage i n 

what N e i l l saw as the fundamental quest f o r the h i s t o r i c a l 

J e s u s . T h i s was c e n t r a l f o r N e i l l , as can be seen i n h i s books 

from t h i s p e r i o d , because h i s f a i t h i n C h r i s t depended on the 

Jesus of the gospels o r i g i n a t i n g p r i m a r i l y from h i s t o r i c a l 

event r a t h e r than communal myth. 

N e i l l had managed to hold onto the "mysterious f i g u r e " 

from G a l i l e e without ignoring the c r i t i c a l study of the 

Gospels. Thus h i s own escape from h i s fundamentalist background 

91 



was a gradual voyage of discovery, as opposed to an 

i c o n o c l a s t i c r e j e c t i o n of h i s p a s t . Throughout he h e l d f i r m l y 

to h i s r e l a t i v e l y simple f a i t h i n Jesus as the C h r i s t . His 

teaching methods and goals i l l u s t r a t e the d e s i r e t h a t h i s 

students should develop i n a s i m i l a r f a s h i o n . 

Education f o r N e i l l was t h e r e f o r e more than widening 

horizons and promoting the search f o r t r u t h . I t had p a s t o r a l 

as w e l l as academic r a m i f i c a t i o n s . He was attempting to walk a 

t i g h t r o p e between promoting the extreme approaches of narrow 

fundamentalism and c o n t i n u a l s c e p t i c i s m . 

Throughout h i s l i f e he a l s o came down on the s i d e of what 

could be c a l l e d a d i s t i n c t i v e l y C h r i s t i a n approach to education 

and h i s t o r y . Thus i n 1932 he admits to choosing church h i s t o r y 

as the base to h i s t h e o l o g i c a l course i n order to develop "a 

sense of the l i v i n g power of God shaping the h i s t o r y of the 

church through a l l h i s t o r i e s . " [ 1 3 ] 

T h i s b e l i e f i n the providence of God working through 

h i s t o r y i s a s i g n i f i c a n t and r e c u r r i n g theme i n N e i l l ' s 

thought, and w i l l be f u r t h e r explored. His teaching methods 

may have been i n f l u e n c e d by pragmatic c o n s i d e r a t i o n s , such as 

having to teach i n Tamil i n order to communicate e f f e c t i v e l y , 

but they were often s t r o n g l y i n f l u e n c e d by h i s own C h r i s t i a n 

reading of h i s t o r y . 

For i n s t a n c e h i s book on B u i l d e r s of the I n d i a n Church 

(1933) sheds f u r t h e r l i g h t on both h i s methods and h i s underly­

ing o b j e c t i v e s . The s u b - t i t l e "Present Problems i n the L i g h t 

of the Past" n e a t l y summarizes a book which "looks forward as 
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w e l l as b a c k " o [ 1 4 ] Here N e i l l uses mostly Western f i g u r e s from 

the p a s t , such as Robert de N o b i l i and W i l l i a m Carey, to teach 

the I n d i a n Church i n the twentieth century. I n s h o r t , 

y e s t e r d a y has many l e s s o n s to teach the Church today. 

At times such a method i s i n danger of s l i p p i n g i n t o 

s u b t l e Western c o l o n i a l i s m which does not f u l l y r e c ognise the 

c o n t r i b u t i o n of Indians to the b u i l d i n g of t h e i r own church. 

Nonetheless, he does h i g h l i g h t the l i f e of Bishop A z a r i a h , one 

of I n d i a ' s l e a d i n g bishops i n the e a r l y t w e n t i e t h century. But 

given both h i s r e l i a n c e on w r i t t e n records and h i s own c o l o n i a l 

background, h i s focus on Western l e a d e r s was perhaps 

i n e v i t a b l e . 

The unstated t h e o l o g i c a l assumption which u n d e r l i e s much 

of the book i s t h a t God i s the unseen o r g a n i s e r and a r c h i t e c t 

of h i s t o r y . T h i s " s a l v a t i o n h i s t o r y " can and should be 

discovered by a c a r e f u l reading of v a r i o u s s a i n t s ' l i v e s . Such 

h i s t o r i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s l e a d to a t h e o l o g i c a l c o n c l u s i o n 

t h a t "we preach not o u r s e l v e s , but C h r i s t Jesus, and Him 

c r u c i f i e d and o u r s e l v e s your servants f o r C h r i s t ' s sake".[15] 

Thus the preacher N e i l l attempts to persuade h i s audience. 

He does i t through a c e r t a i n reading of h i s t o r y . He a l s o hopes 

h i s audience w i l l view h i s t o r y i n the l i g h t of C h r i s t and on 

the b a s i s of t h i s v i s i o n change t h e i r own methods, contents and 

motives f o r preaching. 

His s k i l f u l use of h i s t o r y as a r h e t o r i c a l d e v i c e , w i t h 

which he hopes to persuade h i s audience to h i s own under­

standing, i l l u s t r a t e s how h i s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c b e l i e f s shaped 
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much of h i s teaching <> He saw t h a t e f f e c t i v e education could 

u l t i m a t e l y " i n d o c t r i n a t e " (non-pejorative sense) h i s students 

i n t o a deeper understanding of " C h r i s t c r u c i f i e d " . T h i s does 

not however f u l l y e x p l a i n why he put so much emphasis upon 

education = 

A f u r t h e r s t r a n d of explanation i s to be found i n a f o r c e ­

f u l , p e r s u a s i v e but u l t i m a t e l y u n s u c c e s s f u l l e t t e r w r i t t e n i n 

1928 on "The Future of C h r i s t i a n Education i n I n d i a " [ 1 6 ] to the 

Church Missionary S o c i e t y . He argues t h a t the changing s i t u a ­

t i o n i n I n d i a demands a "new p o l i c y " based on a "wide and 

statesmanlike conception of what C h r i s t i a n education i s . " [ 1 7 ] 

N e i l l saw, with the s c h o l a s t i c s , Theology as the Mother of the 

Sc i e n c e s , as i t was the " e s s e n t i a l l i n k binding together a l l 

forms of knowledge."[18] 

Hence i n h i s eyes rigorous t h e o l o g i c a l education would 

provide a t r u l y C h r i s t i a n framework by which to make sense of 

the Universe. I n the l i g h t of these b e l i e f s i t i s not 

s u r p r i s i n g t h a t he concluded a m b i t i o u s l y there should be a 

"United C h r i s t i a n U n i v e r s i t y " where both churches from the E a s t 

and West would co-operate and so s e t a "standard f o r Southern 

I n d i a . " [ 1 9 ] Nor, t h e r e f o r e , i s i t s u r p r i s i n g t h a t he i n v e s t e d 

so much energy i n s e t t i n g up a t h e o l o g i c a l c o l l e g e and 

maintaining i t as Warden. 

The sheer d i v e r s i t y of h i s teaching matter speaks not only 

of missionary pragmatism, but a l s o of a breadth of t h e o l o g i c a l 

knowledge. I n I n d i a he admits to teaching "Old Testament, New 

Testament, C h r i s t i a n Doctrine, Church H i s t o r y , P a s t o r a l i a , and 
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the R e l i g i o n of I n d i a - and Greece. "[20] There i s no obvious , ,, 

u n i f y i n g f a c t o r to t h i s d i v e r s e a r r a y of s u b j e c t s } k The 

immediate c o n c l u s i o n i s t h a t N e i l l ' s world of theology was, 

even a t t h i s e a r l y stage, f a r wider than b i b l i c a l t e x t s and a 

simple proclamation of " C h r i s t c r u c i f i e d " . 

T h i s breadth of v i s i o n i s a l s o i l l u s t r a t e d by h i s i n t e r e s t 

i n g l o b a l c u r r e n t a f f a i r s . As a teacher he d i d not wish to 

become so obsessed w i t h h i s work t h a t he l o s t touch w i t h the 

world o u t s i d e I n d i a . Thus he r e g u l a r l y read The Mew S t a t e s ­

man, The S p e c t a t o r and The Manchester Guardian, to be aware of 

the wider s h i f t s of h i s t o r y . [ 2 1 ] 

I n a s h o r t book The Remaking of Men i n I n d i a (1934) he 

p a r a l l e l s the mass movements i n s o c i e t y a t l a r g e w i t h those 

w i t h i n the Church. Both h i s r e s e a r c h and h i s w r i t i n g suggest, 

t h e r e f o r e , t h a t N e i l l d i d not perceive God l i m i t e d to working 

and r e v e a l i n g Himself through the narrow bounds of church 

h i s t o r y , but was i n some way involved i n n a t i o n a l and i n t e r n a ­

t i o n a l a f f a i r s . At t h i s stage h i s understanding of the e x a c t 

r e l a t i o n between the Church's and the World's h i s t o r y i s not 

made c l e a r . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , i n Annals of an Indian P a r i s h (1934) he 

s t i l l p e r c e i v e d the "church as a small i s l a n d i n a v a s t ocean 

of Hinduism".[22] T h i s perception p a r t l y e x p l a i n s why he con­

tinued t o put so much emphasis upon evangelism. I n h i s C.M.S. 

ne w s l e t t e r s , f o r example, he always heads one of h i s t h r e e 

s e c t i o n s " E v a n g e l i s t i c Work". I n v a r i a b l y t h i s s e c t i o n i s co­

loured by f r u s t r a t i o n a t being unable to f u l f i l h i s r o l e i n 
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t h i s sphere. 

I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t he d e s c r i b e s h i s l e c t u r e s to a 

mixed audience of Moslems and Hindus a t T u t i c o r i n (1938/9) i n 

almost euphoric terms? " I n a l l my years i n I n d i a I have never 

been more p r i v i l e g e d t o do anything more genuinely u s e f u l . " [ 2 3 ] 

These s e r i e s of a p o l o g e t i c l e c t u r e s took on a t y p i c a l l y non-

c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l s t y l e . His obvious enthusiasm f o r such an 

event i l l u s t r a t e s both how much he enjoyed being s t r e t c h e d as a 

communicator and how committed he was to e v a n g e l i s t i c a c t i v i t y . 

W h i l s t t h e r e a r e no records of these l e c t u r e s , another 

more weighty s e t have been preserved and published i n B e l i e f s 

(1939) which he d e l i v e r e d a t the Kodaikanal Missionary Confer­

ence i n 1937s 

I f these l e c t u r e s are to be of any use, I 

must t r y and f o r g e t the t e r r i f y i n g s p e c t a c l e 

of an audience of m i s s i o n a r i e s , and concen­

t r a t e my thought on the l i b e r a t i n g work of 

C h r i s t . [24] 

Thi s statement needs to be q u a l i f i e d with h i s own admission 

t h a t he was "very s e n s i t i v e indeed to the f e e l of an 

audience".[25] He undoubtedly found i t d i f f i c u l t to forget h i s 

audience, though perhaps t h i s s e n s i t i v i t y strengthened h i s 

a b i l i t y as a communicator. There i s , from t h i s c h i l d of 

V i c t o r i a n e v a n g e l i c a l i s m , t y p i c a l l y l i t t l e r e f e r e n c e to h i s own 

experience i n these l e c t u r e s . Here N e i l l the teac h e r and the 

e v a n g e l i s t echo through the t e x t as he e l u c i d a t e s the second 

h a l f of the A p o s t l e s ' Creed. 
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Two key words could be used to summarize the content of 

the books P a r t i c i p a t i o n and I n t e g r a t i o n . He c o n t i n u a l l y empha­

s i s e s how God has p a r t i c i p a t e d i n the world and in v o l v e d 

Himself i n h i s t o r y through the c r o s s , passion and r e s u r r e c t i o n , 

and the b e l i e v e r can t h e r e f o r e p a r t i c i p a t e i n a s i m i l a r 

p a t t e r n . [ 2 6 ] He a l s o wonders what w i l l happen when the "Gospel 

of C h r i s t " i s i n t e g r a t e d or " i n j e c t e d " i n t o v a r i o u s a n c i e n t 

ways of thought.[27] 

An even more fundamental i n t e g r a t i o n f o r N e i l l i s the 

co n t i n u a l c e n t r a l i t y of C h r i s t i n both the Church's and the 

b e l i e v e r ' s l i f e . [ 2 8 ] T h i s i s p r i m a r i l y viewed i n terms of an 

i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c s t r u g g l e reminiscent of the Pauline s t r u g g l e of 

Romans 7. These l e c t u r e s appear to be the product of N e i l l ' s 

own s u b j e c t i v e p e r s o n a l r e f l e c t i o n s combined with a thorough 

a n a l y s i s of more o b j e c t i v e d o c t r i n a l r o o t s . The end r e s u l t i s 

powerful s e r i e s of ex h o r t a t i o n s , such as to " d a i l y enter i n t o 

the s i l e n c e of the e t e r n a l , unchangeable world" i n order to 

"see a l l t h i n g s i n " t h e i r " r i g h t proportions".[29] 

He i s not encouraging a P l a t o n i c escapism, but he i s 

r a t h e r attempting to help h i s readers avoid the Char|tbdis of 

an over-negative a t t i t u d e towards the world or the S c y l l a of an 

o v e r - p o s i t i v e view of e a r t h l y matters, and so lead them i n t o a 

more balanced a t t i t u d e towards creat e d matter.[30] 

Thus N e i l l uses the complex i s s u e s surrounding the second 

h a l f of the Apo s t l e ' s Creed to make a s e r i e s of d i d a c t i c 

p o i n t s . His language and expression i s c l e a r and i n i t s 

s i m p l i c i t y a c t s almost as a parable of the r e s t o r a t i o n of 
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r e l a t i o n s h i p and communication i n t o which the book also' aims to 

lead i t s r e a d e r s . 

I n answer to the questions posed e a r l i e r , h i s continuing 

preoccupation with t e a c h i n g and evangelism must not s o l e l y be 

explained as. feeding h i s own personal needs f o r acceptance and 

f u l f i l m e n t . His u n d e r l y i n g motivation continues to be 

grounded i n h i s own f a i t h i n the content of the message i t s e l f . 

On one l e v e l as a t e a c h e r i n B e l i e f s he p e r c e i v e s and 

presents h i s f a i t h i n a h i g h l y r a t i o n a l and c l e a r - c u t f a s h i o n . 

He l o c a t e s i t i n a s p e c i f i c moment i n h i s t o r y . On another l e v e l 

as an e v a n g e l i s t he i s s t i l l moved by "that c r o s s , t h a t 

p a s s i o n , t h a t r e s u r r e c t i o n " [ 3 1 ] . 

Thus beneath the l o g i c a l e x t e r i o r i s a h e a r t gripped 

e s p e c i a l l y by the denouement of J e s u s ' l i f e . His own i n t e r n a l 

"angst" may p a r t l y e x p l a i n why he defends b e l i e f i n the God who 

s u f f e r s . W h i l s t he does not engage a t t h i s stage i n deep 

questions of theodicy, he argues t h a t a t C a l v a r y "here s u r e l y 

i s r e v e a l e d the innermost h e a r t of God h i m s e l f " . [ 3 2 ] 

N e i l l , the most a b l e of o r a l communicators sees t h a t God 

r e v e a l s himself a t the point of g r e a t e s t weakness, 

v u l n e r a b i l i t y and apparent non-communication. His reason and 

h i s emotions appear to c i r c l e t h i s event, and so provoke h i s 

f a i t h to express and d e f i n e i t s e l f i n t e a ching and evangelism. 

Thus h i s r a t i o n a l i t y f i r e d by deep but o f t e n hidden f e e l i n g s 

had an u l t i m a t e l y c r e a t i v e r e s u l t . T his productive combination 

may p a r t i a l l y e x p l a i n why N e i l l ' s wardenship of T i r u m a r a i u r 

was, i n the eyes of the Church Missionary S o c i e t y ' s h i s t o r i a n , 
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"the most c r e a t i v e i n the h i s t o r y of the c o l l e g e . " [ 3 3 ] 
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b) Bishop (1939-44) 

T h i s s e c t i o n w i l l focus on the f i v e f r a n t i c y e a r s which 

N e i l l spent as Bishop of Tinnevelly,, F i r s t l y i t w i l l b r i e f l y 

d e s c r i b e the work which he was p a r t i c u l a r l y i n v olved. Secondly, 

i t w i l l note the v a r i e t y and the impact of i n t e r n a l and 

e x t e r n a l p r e s s u r e s which N e i l l faced. 

T h i r d l y , t h e s e i n f l u e n c e s w i l l be placed alongside c e r t a i n 

r e c u r r i n g themes which he focused on, such as h i s theology of 

the Cross and R e s u r r e c t i o n , as w e l l as h i s understanding of 

r e v e l a t i o n and h i s t o r y . Each of these s t r a n d s of p r i v a t e 

s t r u g g l e s and p u b l i c statements w i l l h o p e f u l l y f u r t h e r e x p l a i n 

"Why?" he expressed himself i n the way t h a t he d i d . 

N e i l l was consecrated Bishop of T i n n e v e l l y a t Dornakal 

c a t h e d r a l i n January 1939. "His s i x y e a r episcopate brought to 

a s p l e n d i d climax the f i r s t h a l f of h i s c a r e e r . "[34] He saw 

himself as the "servant and shepherd" of "a f l o c k of about 

125,000 C h r i s t i a n s " who l i v e d i n some 1,453 d i f f e r e n t 

v i l l a g e s . [ 3 5 ] "He was t i r e l e s s i n h i s stimulus to v i l l a g e 

p a s t ors and unsparing i n h i s t r a v e l s " . [ 3 6 ] As bishop he managed 

to cover much of the 11,000 m i l e s of h i s d i o c e s e . I n one y e a r 

alone he took 122 confirmations with some 3,500 candidates. 

He a l s o took on a number of " e x t r a - c u r r i c u l a r 

burdens"[37] as a p u b l i s h e r , b o o k s e l l e r , ecumenist, t r a n s l a t o r 

and conference speaker. Both the amount and q u a l i t y of work he 

achieved was prodigious. For example, he not only launched a 

s e r i e s of books i n Tamil but was a l s o a member of the j o i n t 
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committee on Church Union from 1934=44. 

I n the eyes of the h i s t o r i a n of the Church of South I n d i a , 

Bengt Sundkler, "he s t a t e d the Anglican standpoint with 

b r i l l i a n t l u c i d i t y and had a c a p a c i t y to understand other 

t r a d i t i o n s which was of p a r t i c u l a r v a l u e . " [ 3 8 ] He was 

f a s c i n a t e d but exhausted by h i s t r a n s l a t i o n work on the Tamil 

B i b l e . [ 3 9 ] Thus, even as a bishop, he employed a v a r i e t y of 

w r i t t e n and spoken methods of e x p r e s s i o n . 

The s t r e s s caused by the Second World War must have added 

to the weight of t h i s work load. I n r e t r o s p e c t N e i l l wrote the 

"war was always w i t h us, mostly t r a g i c , sometimes wearisome and 

o c c a s i o n a l l y absurd."[40] T h i s would have been accentuated by 

worries whether the Japanese would invade or whether the 

Congress P a r t y would f o l l o w t h e i r c i v i l disobedience p o l i c y 

with open r e b e l l i o n a g a i n s t the B r i t i s h Government. 

The continuous p r e s s u r e from the War can be most c l e a r l y 

f e l t through h i s Good F r i d a y r e f l e c t i o n s i n A p r i l 1943. Here he 

r e l a t e s the War, "when hatre d and wrong are unleashed i n the 

world", t o the apparent hopeless suspense of the c r o s s . [ 4 1 ] I t 

i s c l e a r , however, he worked not as a p o l i t i c a l commentator, 

but r a t h e r as a p a s t o r a l bishop. The War i s mentioned i n 

passing to emphasize the need f o r h i s audience to fa c e the 

c r o s s and b r i n g themselves back to l i v e s of "love", " h u m i l i t y 

and s e l f - s a c r i f i c e " . [42] 

Such language was a l s o used by N e i l l as he considered h i s 

own work as bishop. I n the Autobiography t h i s s e l f - s a c r i f i c e 

takes the form of " s e r v i c e " towards " h i s f l o c k " [ 4 3 ] , w h i l s t 
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i n I n d i a he put more emphasis upon the " r e s p o n s i b i l i t y " of 

being the " f a t h e r of a f a m i l y of 130,000".[44] 

He c l e a r l y took h i s r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s extremely s e r i o u s l y . 

For example, when as a bishop he was faced w i t h cases of 

p a r t i c u l a r e v i l he would o f t e n have a c r i s i s of confidence. He 

wondered whether he could have a l t e r e d the outcome by a c t i n g 

d i f f e r e n t l y ! " I f I had been a l i t t l e more f a i t h f u l , a l i t t l e 

more l o v i n g , a l i t t l e more p r a y e r f u l , a l i t t l e more l i k e 

C h r i s t , could t h i s have been avoided?"[45] The standards, 

t h e r e f o r e , he placed upon himself as "servant", and " f a t h e r " 

were rigorous and u n r e l e n t i n g . 

These standards would have been heightened by h i s 

extremely high view of the episcopate. He was convinced t h a t 

the second century model of the bishop, whose f u n c t i o n was to 

"maintain the A p o s t o l i c f a i t h and to e x e r c i s e the A p o s t o l i c 

a u t h o r i t y " was indeed the " r i g h t l y apprehended w i l l of God". 

T h i s , t h e r e f o r e , was an " i n h e r i t a n c e " not to be "diminished or 

abandoned"[46], otherwise the Church would s u f f e r a "grievous 

l o s s " . [ 4 7 ] 

N e i l l ' s emphasis upon the a u t h o r i t y of the bishop 

manifested i t s e l f most c l e a r l y i n h i s frequent p a r i s h 

v i s i t a t i o n s . I n the eyes of a younger f e l l o w m i s s i o n a r y t h i s 

t a l l , t h i n f i g u r e made an "impressive s i g h t " i n h i s e p i s c o p a l 

garb.[48] Such an imposing appearance may have commanded 

personal r e s p e c t , but i t undoubtedly would have a l s o d i s t a n c e d 

him from h i s " f l o c k " . 

The p i c t u r e of N e i l l ' s enthronement as bishop, preserved 
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i n the Decanian and reproduced a t the s t a r t of t h i s t h e s i s , 

surrounded by I n d i a n f a c e s , h i g h l i g h t s how W e i l l would have 

stood out from those whom he was v i s i t i n g . [ 4 9 ] T h i s p i c t u r e i s 

a good reminder t h a t w h i l s t h i s e x p l i c i t v e r b a l communication 

may have spoken of s e r v i c e , h i s e n t i r e demeanour, accentuated 

by the c o l o n i a l context, spoke of a u t h o r i t y . 

I t appears, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t he saw h i s s e r v i c e to the 

Church not simply i n terms of v e r b a l l y expressing himself w e l l , 

but a l s o e f f e c t i v e l y e x e r c i s i n g a u t h o r i t y . The w r i t e r and 

teacher a l s o took on the added burden of a d m i n i s t r a t o r and 

personnel manager. Once again pragmatic needs combined w i t h 

t h e o l o g i c a l understanding to motivate the a l r e a d y e n e r g e t i c 

W e i l l . The r e s u l t was a l i f e of f r e n e t i c a c t i v i t y . 

I t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t these r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s and 

p r e s s u r e s g r a v e l y "overtaxed" N e i l l ' s s t r e n g t h . [ 5 0 ] Various 

s e r i o u s a l l e g a t i o n s which are only hinted a t i n the 

Autobiography, c l e a r l y a l s o made a s e r i o u s impact upon W e i l l . 

The e x a c t reason why N e i l l l e f t I n d i a w i l l probably always 

remain a mystery. I t i s w i d e l y thought, however, t h a t he d i d 

not choose to l e a v e , but was forced by Metropolitan Westcott to 

r e s i g n because he had s t r u c k h i s own c l e r g y . [ 5 1 ] 

I t ' s a l s o widely b e l i e v e d t h a t "Weill was i n the h a b i t of 

a d m i n i s t e r i n g c o r p o r a l punishment, and t h a t t h i s was a f a c t o r 

i n the t e r mination of h i s episcopate i n T i n e v e l l e y . [ 52] These 
A 

charges were never f o r m a l l y l e v e l l e d a t W e i l l . Whatever the 

t r u t h and assuming (as the Autobiography i m p l i e s ) he heard 

them, they must have proved p a r t i c u l a r l y h u r t f u l , or i f 
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grounded i n r e a l i t y , t h r e a t e n i n g . 

Such a c c u s a t i o n s must have only added to s t r e s s from h i s 

work and h i s general poor h e a l t h . He soon found h i m s e l f 

s t r u g g l i n g i n a "sea of t r o u b l e s " . [53] He returned home on 

furlough f o r medical treatment i n 1944. Taking i n t o account 

h i s own medical h i s t o r y as w e l l as the emotional, p h y s i c a l and 

self=imposed p r e s s u r e he was under, i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g he 

s u f f e r e d a mental breakdown. 

W h i l s t he was away the house of Bishops met i n C a l c u t t a , 

and a d v i s e d him to r e t i r e . [ 5 4 ] His r e s i g n a t i o n and s e p a r a t i o n 

from I n d i a , " h i s f i r s t l o ve", must simply have broken h i s 

h e a r t . The f u l l p s y c h o l o g i c a l impact of e f f e c t i v e l y being 

forced t o s t a y away from I n d i a w i l l be s t u d i e d i n the next 

chapter. N e v e r t h e l e s s , i t i s important to recognize how the 

personal and i n t e r n a t i o n a l storm-clouds which hung over h i s 

l i f e appear to have had a c r e a t i v e impact upon the e x p r e s s i o n 

of h i s f a i t h . 

T h i s i s most c l e a r l y seen by h i s treatment of " C r u c i f i e d 

Under Pontius P i l a t e " i n Foundation B e l i e f s (1941). W h i l s t h i s 

argument i s rooted i n the b i b l i c a l m a t e r i a l , he i s almost 

I g n a t i a n i n h i s f i n a l approach to what he p e r c e i v e s as a 

p i v o t a l moment i n h i s t o r y ; I g n a t i a n i n the sense t h a t he 

encourages h i s audience to " r e l i v e " the horror of Golgotha, and 

to approach i t as i f they have never heard i t before. To make 

t h i s d i f f i c u l t imaginative leap he recommends using the Markan 

account, f o r t h e r e he himself has found "more c l e a r l y than 

elsewhere the atmosphere of almost i n t o l e r a b l e suspense and 
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s t r a i n " . [ 5 5 ] 

I n order to draw h i s audience even f u r t h e r i n t o the 

passion s t o r y he admits t h a t h i s own i n t e n s i t y of f e e l i n g had 

been heightened by reading Kierkegaard's C h r i s t i a n D i s c o u r s e . 

He c i t e s t h i s work i n order to i l l u s t r a t e how the s u f f e r i n g of 

C h r i s t can s t i l l have a r e a l impact upon the b e l i e v e r today. 

He balances the horror of the c r o s s with i t s h e a l i n g 

power. To make h i s p o i n t he uses a western m u s i c a l metaphor. 

Bach's P a s s i o n According to St.Matthew proved f o r N e i l l "almost 

an unbearable s t r a i n " , as Bach " t e a r s the h e a r t out of our 

b r e a s t with h i s s u c c e s s i v e images of beauty and t e r r o r " . [ 5 6 ] 

He c o n t r a s t s t h i s c o n f l i c t w ith the f i n a l Chorus "Rest here i n 

peace". 

T h i s movement through c o n f l i c t to f i n a l peace could be 

a p p l i e d to N e i l l ' s e n t i r e l i f e , though a t t h i s stage he i s 

caught i n a world of t u r m o i l . I t i s as i f , to borrow one of 

h i s t i t l e s from t h i s time, he i s caught between the Wrath and 

Peace of God. (1942) 

These r a r e and p r e c i o u s glimpses of a man who c l e a r l y f e l t 

v ery deeply, a l s o i l l u s t r a t e how the s t o r y of C h r i s t had become 

i n e x t r i c a b l y t i e d w i t h h i s own s t o r y . His graphic d e s c r i p t i o n s 

of the P a s s i o n which appear to be rooted i n h i s own experience 

are a good example of t h i s i n t e g r a t i o n . 

Another i n s t a n c e of N e i l l ' s moods co l o u r i n g h i s response 

to the Passion n a r r a t i v e s i s when he admits t h e r e were 

d i s h e a r t e n i n g times when the only statement he could " r e a l l y 

b e l i e v e " i n was " c r u c i f i e d under Pontius P i l a t e " . [ 5 7 ] I n 

105 



moments of doubt or d e s p a i r he appears of t e n to have turned to 

the c r u c i f i x i o n as the h i s t o r i c a l bedrock upon which he could 

" r e c o n s t r u c t " the r e s t of h i s f a i t h . [ 5 8 ] 

I n the l i g h t of t h i s h i s t o r i c a l foundation N e i l l i s able 

to deduce a t . l e a s t f i v e t h e o l o g i c a l c o n c l u s i o n s which the c r o s s 

r e v e a l s . [ 5 9 ] The climax of t h i s h i g h l y r a t i o n a l argument ends, 

i n c o n t r a s t to i t s opening, on a p o s i t i v e notes "The c r o s s 

g i v e s us courage to f a c e u n f l i n c h i n g l y the r e a l i t y of things as 

they are.....and to t r u s t u n h e s i t a t i n g l y the Unseen.... and to 

hope unconquerably f o r the f u t u r e . " [ 6 0 ] 

I n s h o r t , i t appears t h a t h i s t o r i c a l f a c t provided 

s e c u r i t y to a man whose world was f a r from secure. T h i s 

perhaps p a r t i a l l y e x p l a i n s why he put so much emphasis upon 

s p e c i f i c h i s t o r i c a l events as the b a s i s f o r h i s b e l i e f . 

Throughout t h i s s e t of four l e c t u r e s d e l i v e r e d a t the 

Kodaikanal M i s s i o n a r y Convention i n 1941 he r e i t e r a t e s the 

importance of h i s t o r i c a l r e v e l a t i o n . [ 6 1 ] He appears to have 

l i t t l e time f o r the philosopher who s k i r t s such an approach. 

I t i s c e n t r a l t o N e i l l ' s e n t i r e t h e o l o g i c a l framework t h a t 

" r e v e l a t i o n has become p a r t i c u l a r i n order t h a t i t might become 

u n i v e r s a l . "[62] Hence God i s to be found not i n human l o g i c 

but r a t h e r i n how he r e v e a l s himself a t a s p e c i f i c moment i n 

h i s t o r y . 

I t i s , t h e r e f o r e , h i s b e l i e f i n the scandal of 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y w i t h u n i v e r s a l s i g n i f i c a n c e which f u r t h e r 

e x p l a i n s why he r e t u r n s repeatedly to the h i s t o r i c a l b a s i s of 

h i s f a i t h . Given t h a t he assumed t h a t Jesus was God's u l t i m a t e 
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communication, i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t h i s own l i f e was based 

upon the p a t t e r n s e t out by J e s u s s 

The M i s s i o n a r y purpose of C h r i s t i a n i t y i s 

not d e r i v e d from one or two sayings of the 

Master. I t i s i m p l i c i t i n e v e r y t h i n g t h a t 

He was and e v e r y t h i n g t h a t He d i d . [ 6 3 ] 

Here i s another c l u e as to why he sought to communicate a 

message about a f i r s t century G a l i l e a n , to a 20th century 

Indian c u l t u r e . At t h i s stage W e i l l ' s c o n t r o l l i n g model was 

God's r e v e l a t i o n through the i n c a r n a t i o n . But God's r e v e l a t i o n 

i n C h r i s t d i d not simply take the form of one s i n g l e event i n 

the f i r s t century which was s p o r a d i c a l l y repeated i n the 

i n d i v i d u a l h e a r t s of b e l i e v e r s . 

N e i l l a l s o perceived- God's r e v e l a t i o n i n a more continuous 

senses "God has r e v e a l e d Himself i n many ways, and the 

p h y s i c i s t , the a r c h a e o l o g i s t , the h i s t o r i a n , no l e s s than the 

theologian, a r e concerned with the works of God."[64] There i s 

a sense here i n which the academic can, to paraphrase Kepler, 

"think God's thoughts a f t e r Him" as they uncover God's d i v e r s e 

r e v e l a t i o n . 

T h i s statement a l s o f u r t h e r e x p l a i n s both the growing 

comprehensiveness of h i s study and teaching, as w e l l an 

i n c r e a s i n g l y p o s i t i v e a t t i t u d e he had towards I n d i a n 

c u l t u r e . [ 6 5 ] W h i l s t he saw the B i b l e as h i s "ultimate 

a u t h o r i t y , f o r d o c t r i n e , f o r worship and f o r conduct", he went 

much f u r t h e r than the c o n s e r v a t i v e e v a n g e l i c a l s who r e l i e d on 

the " p l a i n words of s c r i p t u r e " to convey "the message of 
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s a l v a t i o n " . [ 66] 

T h i s methodology should be i n t e r p r e t e d on two d i f f e r e n t 

l e v e l s . F i r s t , he was w e l l aware of the pragmatic need to 

bridge the huge gap between the "language of the B i b l e " and 

"the speech of o r d i n a r y people" i n I n d i a . [ 6 7 ] Secondly, t h i s 

broad understanding of the form of God's r e v e l a t i o n f u r t h e r 

e x p l a i n s h i s emphasis upon teaching and h i s g e n e r a l support of 

those "Indian t h i n k e r s launching out on the g i g a n t i c t a s k of 

r e s t a t i n g C h r i s t i a n i t y i n terms congenial t o the I n d i a n 

mind."[68] 

On h i s a r r i v a l i n I n d i a i t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t he would have 

had such a p o s i t i v e a t t i t u d e t o t h e i r approach. N e v e r t h e l e s s , 

n e a r l y twenty ye a r s immersed i n an I n d i a n c u l t u r e had 

demonstrated.the need not simply f o r t r a n s l a t i o n , but a l s o f o r 

restatement of h i s f a i t h . 

W e i l l was. aware t h a t t h i s could be a dangerous process 

i f the attempt to l e a r n from and communicate i n t o a new c u l t u r e 

l e d t o s y n c r e t i s m . [ 69 ] I n order to prevent such a compromise 

he f r e q u e n t l y emphasized not only the v a l u e of e x p l o r a t i o n , 

but a l s o the completeness of God's r e v e l a t i o n i n C h r i s t s 

The educated C h r i s t i a n ought to be a t home 

i n I n d i a n ways of thought. He w i l l not, 

indeed, f i n d i n them any new t r u t h which i s 

not a l r e a d y t h e r e i n C h r i s t , but h i s study 

of I n d i a n thought should bring him back with 

new eyes to see i n C h r i s t depths of t r u t h 

which he had not p r e v i o u s l y apprehended.[70] 
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I n t h i s model C h r i s t i s not portrayed i n c o n f l i c t a g a i n s t 

Indian thought. I t could not be h e l d a g a i n s t N e i l l , as i t i s 

a g a i n s t other m i s s i o n a r i e s , t h a t he f a i l e d to r e s p e c t or even 

understand the I n d i a n context. 

W h i l s t d i s c o v e r i e s from t h i s world cannot add to the 

a c t u a l r e v e l a t i o n of God i n C h r i s t , f o r N e i l l they could 

h i g h l i g h t the d e t a i l s of t h a t d i s c l o s u r e . Thus when he w r i t e s 

t h a t "Jesus i s God's f i n a l word"[71] he i s not suggesting he i s 

God's only word. He i s i n s t e a d arguing t h a t here l i e s the 

summation of God's r e v e l a t i o n . 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t e x a c t l y to mark out the form of 

r e v e l a t i o n which N e i l l has i n mind. On the one hand he 

p e r c e i v e s a s e r i e s of s p e c i f i c r e v e l a t i o n s ; "God who entered 

i n t o h i s t o r y once d e c i s i v e l y i n the d e l i v e r a n c e of the people 

of I s r a e l , has entered i n even more d e c i s i v e l y now i n the 

person of C h r i s t . " [ 7 2 ] The i n c a r n a t i o n a t i t s s i m p l e s t l e v e l 

r e v e a l s God i s l o v e , w h i l s t he sees the c r o s s r e v e a l i n g a whole 

s e r i e s of f a c t s about God, Humanity and the U n i v e r s e . [ 7 3 ] 

His view t h e r e f o r e of h i s t o r y and God's r e l a t i o n to i t i s 

not of a p a s s i v e , s i l e n t God who c r e a t e d the world and then 

withdrew, but r a t h e r a "God who Himself takes a hand i n the 

game, i n t e r v e n i n g a t c e r t a i n times and through c e r t a i n s p e c i a l 

people to achieve His purposes i n the world."[74] The l o c a t i o n 

of t h i s r e v e l a t i o n was, t h e r e f o r e , i n i t i a l l y the h i s t o r y of 

I s r a e l , but through the work of C h r i s t , God "has changed His 

method of working i n the world" to the E c c l e s i a , the New 

I s r a e l . [ 7 5 ] 
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On the other hand, as shown e a r l i e r , he does appear to 

have a wider perception of God's r e v e l a t i o n and h i s working 

through h i s t o r y . I t has a l s o been argued t h a t he had an 

i n c r e a s i n g l y p o s i t i v e a t t i t u d e towards Ind i a n c u l t u r e . T h i s 

can be seen by the way he encouraged those attempting to 

I n d i a n i z e C h r i s t i a n i t y to go behind the n o n - C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n s 

"to the deep motives and i d e a l s , which a r e t r u l y , 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y and u n i v e r s a l l y I n d i a n . " [ 7 6 ] Admittedly he 

i s not e x p l i c i t l y attempting i n t h i s passage to l o c a t e God's 

r e v e l a t i o n , but the f a c t he encourages such e x p l o r a t i o n 

suggests he p e r c e i v e s God to be a t work o u t s i d e a narrowly 

C h r i s t i a n framework. 

His i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of God's general r e v e l a t i o n through His 

i n t e r v e n t i o n i n h i s t o r y i s a t times extremely A n g l o - c e n t r i c . 

T h i s can be seen i n a sermon he preached a t the outbreak of the 

War w h i l s t on furlough i n Cornwall. I t can be i n f e r r e d from 

h i s argument t h a t i n the same way t h a t God had p r o t e c t e d the 

Nation from the ravages of the Armada and Napoleon, so he would 

a l s o p r o t e c t Her from t h i s new War.[77] I n such a p i c t u r e God 

works o u t s i d e the Church to p r o t e c t the nation from the t e r r o r s 

of i n v a s i o n . Thus the way God has apparently acted i n the p a s t 

i s used by W e i l l to encourage b e l i e f and t r u s t t h a t he w i l l a c t 

i n the f u t u r e . 

N e i l l ' s comments on Dunkirk a r e a l s o i l l u m i n a t i n g ? 

" I do not mean to c l a i m Dunkirk as a 

m i r a c l e , i n the o r d i n a r y sense of t h a t word, 

as though God had d i r e c t l y and p e r s o n a l l y 
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intervened to d i s t o r t the course of h i s t o r y . 

But I do mean t h a t God has made a world i n 

which the unexpected happens.... i n which 

sometimes a s t o n i s h i n g l y i t does appear t h a t 

God honours the confidence of the 

weak..."[78] 

N e i l l ' s use of t h i s r e c e n t h i s t o r i c a l event i l l u s t r a t e s 

how he b e l i e v e d God to a c t i n l i n e with the n a t u r a l order, and 

y e t he uses t h i s example i n a s u r p r i s i n g manner. I n s t e a d of 

c i t i n g t h i s argument to support h i s case f o r i n t e r p r e t i n g the 

r e s u r r e c t i o n as a n a t u r a l event, he i n c l u d e s i t w i t h i n h i s 

d i s c u s s i o n of the s u p e r n a t u r a l c h a r a c t e r of the R e s u r r e c t i o n . 

His aim i s t o demonstrate, on the b a s i s of the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n , t h a t i t i s l e g i t i m a t e to conclude God w i l l a l s o 

v i n d i c a t e the weak. His s t a r t i n g point f o r t h i s argument i s a 

f i r m b e l i e f i n the R e s u r r e c t i o n . Thus the s p e c i f i c r e v e l a t i o n 

of God through the R e s u r r e c t i o n has become the c o n t r o l by which 

h i s t o r y can be c o r r e c t l y i n t e r p r e t e d . N e i l l , t h e r e f o r e , 

appears to hold i n t e n s i o n the b e l i e f t h a t God has d e f i n i t i v e l y 

r e v e a l e d h i m s e l f through C h r i s t , with the idea t h a t he a l s o 

a c t s i n more general ways i n and through h i s t o r y . 

These i d e a s were rooted i n h i s own experience, which 

must have been heightened by h i s own d i s c i p l i n e d d e v o t i o n a l 

l i f e . He spent every morning between seven and e i g h t i n the 

chapel. T h i s time was not to be d i s t u r b e d except i n extreme 

emergencies.[79] 

N e i l l appears to have drawn st r e n g t h from t h i s t r a d i t i o n a l 
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Quiet Time which he argues "need not be very long"..... "but 

must be i n t e n s e " f o r " i t must give time f o r the unfolding of 

our s o u l s , so t h a t they a r e spread out i n His l i g h t and His 

s u n l i g h t can penetrate to every p a r t . " [ 8 0 ] For N e i l l d i d not 

simply see t h i s as a p s y c h o l o g i c a l boost rooted i n p o s i t i v e 

t h i n k i n g , i t was a r e a l experience of the l i v i n g C h r i s t . 

T h i s can a l s o be seen i n The Challenge of Jesus C h r i s t 

(1943), which was based upon a s e r i e s of addresses d e l i v e r e d i n 

the C a t h e d r a l of the R e s u r r e c t i o n i n Lahore. W h i l s t Foundation 

B e l i e f s reaches i t s climax w i t h the theology of the c r o s s , t h i s 

s e r i e s i m a g i n a t i v e l y moves through the seven words on the c r o s s 

to the l i g h t of the r e s u r r e c t i o n proclaimed by the church. He 

s p e l l s t h i s proclamation out i n no u n c e r t a i n terms arguing 

t h a t s 

J e s us C h r i s t i s the contemporary of a l l the 

ages, t h a t He i s now a l i v e , a r e a l human 

person, w i t h whom we can have f e l l o w s h i p , a 

f e l l o w s h i p t h a t i s as r e a l a s , t h a t i s the 

c o n t i n u a t i o n of, t h a t , which he begun i n 

G a l i l e e and p e r f e c t e d i n Judaea.[81] 

T h i s address, given on E a s t e r Day, concludes w i t h N e i l l f i r s t 

s p e l l i n g out how Jesus C h r i s t i s "the contemporary of a l l 

ages". For N e i l l , the E u c h a r i s t i s a s i g n of t h i s f a c t . I t i s 

c e l e b r a t e d t h e r e f o r e "not as a commemoration of a c e r t a i n 

h i s t o r i c event which happened 1,900 y e a r s ago and was over, but 

112 



as the assurance t h a t what was done on Good F r i d a y was not i n 

v a i n . . ..and t h a t triumph i s ours today."[82] 

He avoids a d e t a i l e d d i s c u s s i o n of E u c h a r i s t i c theology 

and p r e c i s e l y how the bread and wine enables p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n 

t h i s triumph} i n s t e a d , he seeks to i l l u s t r a t e t h a t one of the 

ways "we can have f e l l o w s h i p " with C h r i s t i s through the 

E u c h a r i s t . T h i s f e a s t and the subsequent b e l i e f i n the 

" i n d w e l l i n g of C h r i s t " i n the C h r i s t i a n only makes sense, 

however, i n the l i g h t of the R e s u r r e c t i o n . 

Secondly, he h i g h l i g h t s the i m p l i c a t i o n s of the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n f o r the Church. "Think of the message t h a t i s 

committed to i t , the message of the triumph of C h r i s t , t h a t 

ought to r i n g throughout a l l the world w i t h the note of 

a u t h o r i t y .and confidence."[83] N e i l l p erceived a sharp c o n t r a s t 

between the r e a l i t y of the Church and t h i s i d e a l of bold and 

confident proclamation. 

I n order to encourage h i s l i s t e n e r s to l e a r n , l i v e and 

proclaim the E a s t e r message, he g r a p h i c a l l y p o r t r a y s the once 

d i s o r g a n i s e d , s c a t t e r e d and broken-hearted d i s c i p l e s being 

healed by "the presence of a l i v i n g master."[84] His 

l i s t e n e r s , r e aders and the r e s t of the Indian Church can 

experience a s i m i l a r t ransformation through the power of the 

r e s u r r e c t i o n which makes sense of the horror of the c r o s s . I n 

s h o r t , p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h i s experience w i l l c o n t r i b u t e to 

e f f e c t i v e communication. 

His d e s i r e to "present the C h r i s t i a n message i n a modern 

age"[85] must f i r s t be understood as rooted i n h i s r a t i o n a l 
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b e l i e f i n the u n i v e r s a l s i g n i f i c a n c e of the c r o s s and 

r e s u r r e c t i o n . Secondly, h i s passionate d e s i r e to express t h i s 

f a c t was rooted i n h i s own personal i n t e g r a t i o n with these 

s t o r i e s . As time went on t h i s would become even more of a 

r e a l i t y . On l e a v i n g I n d i a he must have seen the world l i k e the 

d i s c i p l e s d i d on Good F r i d a y , "gray with gloom and 

h e a r t s i c k n e s s " . But i t w i l l be demonstrated l a t e r t h a t he 

g r a d u a l l y experienced the "miracle of transformation" and h i s 

"heart was a l s o healed."[86] 

I t i s the contention of t h i s chapter t h a t N e i l l was not 

simply s e r v i n g h i s own needs as he communicated. He had r a t h e r 

found t h a t the s t o r y of C h r i s t fed both h i s and o t h e r s ' 

i n t e l l e c t u a l hunger and emotional yearnings, so t h a t he was 

compelled by the love of C h r i s t to communicate.[87] 

He was, however, w e l l aware of the dangers t h i s compulsion 

brought w i t h i t . "Some of you may know the g i f t of eloquence} 

you know the t h r i l l of holding a b i g audience i n the hollow of 

your hand, of f e e l i n g t h a t you have a l l these people under your 

control...There i s no man i n the world exposed to g r e a t e r p e r i l 

than the popular p r e a c h e r . " [ 8 8 ] 

The next chapter w i l l show how N e i l l , r e j e c t e d by h i s 

f i r s t l o ve, the I n d i a n church, was torn between the p e r i l of 

wooing audiences to h i m s e l f and h i s s t a t e d aim of g l o r i f y i n g 

God. 
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Chapter 6s Much Ado i n Geneva (1944-62) 

I thought t h a t everyone knew t h a t my whole 

l i f e had been broken i n p i e c e s by my 

i n a b i l i t y t o r e t u r n to I n d i a . [ 1 ] 

N e i l l ' s r e s i g n a t i o n from h i s see i n T i n n e v e l l y was, i n the 

words of Owen Chadwick, the "hardest d e c i s i o n he ever made. He 

loved I n d i a , and had a sense of vocation to serve t h a t country. 

He seemed to be d e s t r o y i n g his. past and the trauma of the 

d e c i s i o n remained w i t h him to the end of h i s l i f e . " [ 2 ] He was 

c l e a r l y a man whose h e a r t had been broken, as now he was sepa­

r a t e d from " h i s f i r s t l o v e , I n d i a " . 

I n e v i t a b l y such a trauma accentuated h i s tendency to 

depression. The circumstances surrounding h i s premature 

departure from I n d i a may p a r t i a l l y e x p l a i n why N e i l l ' s 

d epression was so i n t r a c t a b l e . [ 3 ] 

His move away from I n d i a should not, however, be i n t e r ­

preted merely as a d e t r i m e n t a l force upon h i s p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

l i f e . As Bishop L e s l i e Brown put i t i n h i s memorial sermon i t 

"marks the watershed" i n h i s c a r e e r . " U n t i l then he had been 

completely dedicated t o the Indian church and i t s problems and 

i t s hopes. Now he became a missionary of the world church -

one of those who had a gr e a t i n f l u e n c e on the ecumenical move­

ment and i t s development."[4] 

I t can a l s o , t h e r e f o r e , be seen as a p a i n f u l , but 
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u l t i m a t e l y p o s i t i v e opening f o r N e i l l onto a wider 

i n t e r n a t i o n a l stage, with new op p o r t u n i t i e s and d i f f e r e n t 

c h a l l e n g e s . T h i s chapter w i l l mark out both t h i s new focus of 

h i s l i f e and m i n i s t r y , as w e l l as the impact on h i s l i f e as i t 

was "broken i n t o p i e c e s " . I t w i l l begin, however, by b r i e f l y 

p l o t t i n g h i s f r e n e t i c movements fo l l o w i n g h i s r e t u r n to 

Cambridge i n 1944. 

At f i r s t he stepped back i n t o the c a r e e r and environment 

he had given up some twenty y e a r s e a r l i e r . Both the f a c u l t y of 

D i v i n i t y welcomed him back as an o c c a s i o n a l l e c t u r e r and h i s 

o l d c o l l e g e T r i n i t y i n f o r m a l l y appointed him as a Chaplain, 

though, probably p a i n f u l l y f o r N e i l l , not a f e l l o w . As a 

l e c t u r e r he focussed p a r t l y upon the New Testament (Romans or 

C o r i n t h i a n s ) and a l s o i n the h i s t o r y of C h r i s t i a n Doctrine. 

I t was, according to Owen Chadwick, through h i s genera l 

l e c t u r e s on "The C h r i s t i a n World Community" and h i s sermons 

around the U n i v e r s i t y t h a t he made h i s name i n Cambridge. His 

apparent su c c e s s was p a r t i a l l y rooted i n the combination of the 

a b i l i t y to speak without notes, " l u c i d e x p o s i t i o n , a superb 

memory of d e t a i l , and very wide reading". T h i s enabled him to 

be able to hold undergraduate audiences f a s c i n a t e d even on 

Saturdays a t midday.[5] 

In the l i g h t of t h i s e x t e r n a l demonstration of b r i l l i a n c e 

i t was not s u r p r i s i n g he was of f e r e d the Mastership of Selwyn 

College, Cambridge i n 1947 [ 6 ] ; . was considered as a p o t e n t i a l 

head of a major p u b l i c school [7] and even as a s u c c e s s o r to 

Cha r l e s Raven i n 1950 as the new Pr o f e s s o r of D i v i n i t y . [ 8 ] But 
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i n h i s own words "Cambridge was not f o r me" [9] f o r he "loved 

t r a v e l and was s t i m u l a t e d by i t " . [ 1 0 ] 

Perhaps t h i s p a r t i a l l y e x p l a i n s why he worked both as a 

p e r i p a t e t i c A s s i s t a n t Bishop to the Archbishop of Canterbury 

(1947-50) and i n v a r i o u s posts f o r the World C o u n c i l of Church­

es o T h i s second l i n e of r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ensured he was p r i ­

m a r i l y based i n Geneva f o r the next f i f t e e n y e a r s , u n t i l 1962 

when he moved to Hamburg. 

Once again he was a p r o l i f i c t r a v e l l e r , w r i t e r and speak­

e r . He v i s i t e d numerous A f r i c a n c o u n t r i e s i n 1950, had over 

t h i r t y books publi s h e d and spoke i n almost every major American 

U n i v e r s i t y . I t i s not e n t i r e l y s u r p r i s i n g t h e r e f o r e , t h a t he 

d i v i d e s t h i s lengthy p a r t of the Autobiography, e n t i t l e d "Ecu­

menical Developments" i n t o s u b d i v i s i o n s . They were i ) Geneva 

and A l l That, i i ) Of Making Many Books, i i i ) I n Journeys Oft, 

and i v ) Among the Students.[ 11 ] Various posts w i t h i n the World 

Council of Churches, i n c l u d i n g A s s o c i a t e General S e c r e t a r y , 

provided N e i l l w i t h the opportunity to t r a v e l , w r i t e , speak, 

attend conferences and even e n t e r t a i n numerous guests i n 

Geneva. 

These f i v e spheres of a c t i v i t y were used to d i f f e r i n g 

degrees by N e i l l whether he was t a k i n g on the guise of an 

ecumenist and h i s t o r i a n ( T h i s chapters S e c t i o n a . ) , or l e s s 

obviously as a broken, f a l l i b l e t e a c h e r and w r i t e r seeking 

s e l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g and peace ( T h i s chapters S e c t i o n b.) and 

arguably most important f o r f u l l y understanding h i s a c t i o n s i n 

t h i s p e r i od as an a p o l o g i s t and e v a n g e l i s t ( T h i s chapters Sec-
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t i o n c.)„ 

Th i s chapter w i l l focus on each of these three i n t e r l o c k ­

ing r o l e s . I n order to continue with our attempt to e x p l a i n 

W e i l l each s e c t i o n w i l l p a r t i c u l a r l y focus on both the themes 

and methods of h i s e x p r e s s i o n . F i n a l l y a t each stage i t w i l l 

be asked "why" he passed on what he d i d i n the way t h a t he d i d 

as an ecumenist, teacher, and a p o l o g i s t . T h i s chapter w i l l 

once again be looking to i d e n t i f y whether there i s one under­

l y i n g " s i l v e r thread" or c e n t r a l theme which can e x p l a i n t h i s 

f r e n e t i c and v a r i e d a c t i v i t y . 

A f u r t h e r s i g n i f i c a n t f o c a l point i s the t e n s i o n between 

W e i l l ' s outward b r i l l i a n c e and h i s inward brokenness. Thus, 

r a t h e r than looking f o r a s i n g l e underlying t h e o l o g i c a l theme, 

i s i t not more appropriate to i n t e r p r e t t h i s outward l i f e of 

apparent energy and competence as the method by which he came 

to terms with what was happening beneath the s u r f a c e ? 

I n other words, was h i s p r o d u c t i v i t y a way of proving 

himself, and thereby a subconscious attempt to win the a c c e p t ­

ance which he had l o s t through the apparent r e j e c t i o n , f a i l u r e 

and brokenness inherent w i t h i n h i s i n a b i l i t y to " r e t u r n to 

I n d i a " ? A l t e r n a t i v e l y , perhaps h i s c r e a t i v e a b i l i t i e s were 

heightened by the t u r m o i l w i t h i n , and h i s l i f e a t t h i s stage 

was, more than a t any other time, a case of grace working 

through weakness. 

S e c t i o n a) Ecumenist and H i s t o r i a n 

I was wholly committed to the ecumenical 

cause, as a movement f o r the u n i t y and 
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renewal of the Church, though f a r from 

enamoured of the W.C.C. as i t was beginning 

to take shape.[12] 

T h e o r e t i c a l l y W e i l l was committed to the ecumenical cause, but 

h i s p r a c t i c a l work f o r the W.C.C. l e f t W e i l l f a r from 

s a t i s f i e d . I n the Autobiography there i s a sense of 

f r u s t r a t i o n both with h i s b r i e f and the o r g a n i s a t i o n he was 

working f o r i n Geneva. He b e l i e v e d t h a t i n Geneva, September 

1949, t h e r e was "not a job f o r me to do".[13] Such a comment 

r e f l e c t s more h i s f r u s t r a t i o n with the f l e d g l i n g W.C.C. and the 

la c k of a s p e c i f i c job d e s c r i p t i o n than too l i t t l e work to do. 

Wor d i d W e i l l f i n d immediate f u l f i l m e n t i n "the endless 

committees i n which the ecumenical pioneer f i n d s h imself 

involved i n . " He described- such meetings which he was 

"involved i n as e x c e s s i v e l y boring."[14] T h i s boredom must 

have been heightened by the di s c o v e r y t h a t even i n the 

"kaleidoscope i n which one l i v e s a t the c e n t r e of the 

ecumenical movement"[15] a " m u l t i p l i c i t y of jobs do not amount 

to a job".[16] 

Wevertheless, t h i s l a c k of a c l e a r l y defined r o l e d i d not 

prevent him from engaging i n numerous l i t e r a r y works promoting 

ecumenism. T h i s i n c l u d e d being e d i t o r of both the huge 

H i s t o r y of the Ecumenical Movement, 1517-1948. (1954) and the 

provocative Twentieth Century C h r i s t i a n i t y (1961) as w e l l as 

author of the people centred Men of Unity (1960) and community 

o r i e n t a t e d C h r i s t i a n S o c i e t y (1952). His "survey of approaches 

to c l o s e r union among the churches" i n Towards Church Union, 
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1937-1952 (1952), h i g h l i g h t s not only h i s understanding of 

contemporary ecumenical movements but a l s o h i s own p a r t i c i p a ­

t i o n i n such work, e s p e c i a l l y w i t h i n the context of the Church 

of South I n d i a - N e i l l was no t h e o r e t i c a l armchair ecumenist 

w r i t i n g from, a s a f e d i s t a n c e ? he was r a t h e r a man absorbed i n 

br i n g i n g the churches together. I n what ways d i d he do t h i s as 

a w r i t e r ? 

i ) Ecumenical H i s t o r i a n 

The opening of A H i s t o r y of the Ecumenical Movement, which 

he wrote w i t h the help of the e d i t o r i a l group, p o i n t s the 

reader back t o the o r i g i n s of the l o c a l and i n t e r n a t i o n a l 

E c c l e s i a . C h a r i t y demonstrated by the s h a r i n g of goods, f a i t h 

h i g h l i g h t e d by the common acclamation t h a t "Jesus i s Lord", 

worship t h a t took the form of baptism and the breaking of 

bread, and communication v i a l e t t e r s a r e a l l used i n t h i s 

cumulative i n t r o d u c t o r y argument to show t h a t a t the he a r t of 

the e a r l y E c c l e s i a was the u n i f y i n g f o r c e of Agape. The i m p l i ­

c a t i o n may be unstated, but i s n e v e r t h e l e s s c l e a r , Agape should 

a l s o be the mark of the Church today, and i f t h i s was to become 

a r e a l i t y then u n i t y would be a more r e a l i s a b l e goal. . 

E a r l y Church h i s t o r y i s thus used as a s u b t l e r h e t o r i c a l 

d e v i c e to c h a l l e n g e the d i v i s i o n s w i t h i n contemporary 

Christendom. Statements such as B a s i l the Great's comment t h a t 

"our f a i t h i s not one t h i n g a t S e l e u c i a , another a t 

Constantinople, another a t Zel a , another a t Rome.... but one 

and the same everywhere"[17] should be considered on two 

l e v e l s . On the f i r s t i t can be read as c i t a t i o n of h i s t o r i c a l 
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i n t e r e s t , w h i l s t on another i t d i r e c t s the' reader towards a 

c e r t a i n reading of h i s t o r y which emphasizes the p o t e n t i a l f o r 

u n i t y . 

W h i l s t W e i l l a l s o c i t e s the p o s i t i v e and C h r i s t o = c e n t r i c 

P a u l i n e images of the new man (1 Gor. 15), the b u i l d i n g 

(Ephesians 2) and the body (1 Cor. 12) i n order to h i g h l i g h t 

what should be the goal f o r the "community of C h r i s t i a n s " , he 

does not ignore the d i v i s i o n s e s p e c i a l l y to be found a t 

Ephesus, P h i l i p p i , C o r i n t h and through the Johannine m a t e r i a l . 

He p l o t s w i t h even more r i g o u r the s c h i s m a t i c s e c t s which 

"destroyed the i n t e r n a l peace" w i t h i n the p o s t - C o n s t a n t i n i a n 

Church. Thus, i t could be i n f e r r e d t h a t the l e s s p o s i t i v e s i d e 

of e a r l y Church H i s t o r y i s used as a s u b t l e warning a g a i n s t the 

f o r c e s of d i s u n i t y . 

Both t h i s account and the e n t i r e work should a l s o be read 

as an attempted e x p l a n a t i o n of today's s i t u a t i o n . For i n s t a n c e , 

h i s a n a l y s i s of the f o u r t h crusade, e s p e c i a l l y the sack of 

Constantinople, i s used as an explanation of one of the 

reasons why t h e r e i s d i f f i c u l t y of rapprochement between 

Ea s t e r n and Western t r a d i t i o n s today. Hence, by making c l e a r 

the h i s t o r i c a l l e g a c y of d i s u n i t y which today's Church has 

i n h e r i t e d , i t may become e a s i e r to move c l o s e r a t l e a s t to 

mutual understanding, i f not a c t u a l union. 

H i s t o r y i s used i n t h i s book not simply to encourage, warn 

and e x p l a i n , but a l s o to teach. Towards the end of t h i s 

s e c t i o n the reader i s encouraged to see, i n the l i g h t of t h i s 

b r i e f i n i t i a l survey, t h a t t h e r e are c e r t a i n c o n d i t i o n s which 
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would prevent the ecumenical cause from prospering. There a r e 

l e s s o n s , t h e r e f o r e , t o be l e a r n t from the mistakes p e r c e i v e d 

with the advantage of h i n d s i g h t . 

I t does not take too much imagination to read between the 

l i n e s of t h i s s e c t i o n to see t h a t Church h i s t o r y i s being used 

as warning to the pr e s e n t day Church. The message i s i m p l i c i t 

but c l e a r . Do not a l l o w p o l i t i c a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s t o i n t e r f e r e 

i n the sphere of the Church. Avoid compromise and ev a s i o n of 

d i f f i c u l t i e s . Maintain f l e x i b i l i t y , and encourage support from 

the g r a s s r o o t s . I f t h i s a d vice i s not taken then the 

"ecumenical r e l i g i o n w i l l never prosper". [18] Thus N e i l l and 

h i s team h i g h l i g h t the importance of o r d i n a r y churchmen, 

f l e x i b i l i t y , honesty and a p o l i t i c a l independence w i t h i n the 

ecumenical p r o c e s s . 

The o v e r a l l impact of t h i s book i s to demonstrate what 

N e i l l and h i s e d i t o r s found to be t r u e , that? 

t h e r e has never been a period i n the l i f e of 

the Churches i n which there had not been 

c e r t a i n groups deeply concerned about the 

problem of d i v i s i o n and u n i t y . [ 1 9 ] 

The emphasis t h a t he p l a c e s upon t h i s "discovery" i l l u s t r a t e s 

how the s e l e c t i v e use of h i s t o r y can be used, even i n a r i g o r ­

o u s l y academic and comprehensive manner, to v a l i d a t e the e f ­

f o r t s of the W.C.C.. Thus by demonstrating t h a t the ecumenical 

movement was no new t h i n g he a l s o i m p l i c i t l y supports the 

energy expended i n the present day w i t h i n the ecumenical move­

ment . 
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The f a c t t h a t he persevered to the b i t t e r end i n t h i s 

p r o j e c t suggests he h i g h l y valued i t . His Autobiography 

suggests he had a d i f f i c u l t and f a r from u n c r i t i c a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the other o r g a n i s i n g e d i t o r , Ruth Rouse.[20] 

The production of e i g h t hundred and f o r t y pages of p r i n t not 

s u r p r i s i n g l y " e x c i s e d t h r e e y e a r s " from h i s l i f e . [ 2 1 ] The 

hard work expended on t h i s huge book, which of t e n reads more 

l i k e the m a t e r i a l s f o r h i s t o r y r a t h e r than h i s t o r y i t s e l f , made 

N e i l l i l l . 

A c l u e towards why he put so much energy i n t o t h i s work 

can be found i n the Epilogue where he admits t h a t h i s u l t i m a t e 

aim might be summed up by h i s wish t h a t by looking back the 

reader might " g l o r i f y God f o r what he has wrought".[22] I f God 

i s seen as the u l t i m a t e author of the ecumenical e n t e r p r i s e i t 

becomes l e s s s u r p r i s i n g t h a t he should have gone i n t o so much 

d e t a i l . 

The reason f o r the production of t h i s work appears, t h e r e ­

f o r e , to be more than simply an attempt to encourage, warn, 

e x p l a i n and t e a c h t h r o u g h o u t l i n i n g the h i s t o r y of the ecumeni­

c a l movement? i t i s a l s o rooted i n the b e l i e f t h a t God i s 

u l t i m a t e l y behind t h i s e n t i r e p r o g r e s s i o n towards u n i t y . 

T h i s i m p l i c i t t h e o l o g i c a l b e l i e f i n God working through 

the h i s t o r i c a l process w i l l be examined more c l o s e l y i n Chapter 

Seven. At t h i s stage i t i s important to recognise t h a t t h i s 

c l a i m should be i n t e r p r e t e d not merely as a r h e t o r i c a l d e v i c e 

to demonstrate t h a t "God i s on our s i d e " ? i t i s r a t h e r the c r e ­

scendo of an argument. At i t s h e a r t i s a C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c 
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b e l i e f whose p r e c i s e nature w i l l be examined more c l o s e l y i n 

s e c t i o n t h r e e . T h i s i s l e f t unstated i n what o f t e n reads l i k e 

a s l i g h t l y uneven c o l l e c t i o n of e s s a y s , though the r o o t s of 

t h i s b e l i e f , a r e i m p l i e d i n the h i g h l y C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c i n t r o ­

duction . 

His b e l i e f i n God working through the h i s t o r i c a l process 

may a l s o e x p l a i n why N e i l l puts so much e f f o r t i n t o d e s c r i b i n g 

the work of i n d i v i d u a l s and the development of the C h r i s t i a n 

S o c i e t y . The i m p l i c a t i o n i s c l e a r , the people of the Church 

have a p a r t to p l a y as God's agents i n the m i n i s t r y of 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . 

i i ) Ecumenical Observer 

N e i l l a l s o acted as an Ecumenical Observer, i n the sense 

t h a t he d e s c r i b e d much of what he saw w i t h i n the Ecumenical 

movement. He uses what could be termed as a " d e s c r i p t i v e 

r h e t o r i c a l method" i n d i f f e r e n t ways to encourage h i s readers 

to e n t e r i n t o the ecumenical cause. T h i s means he d e s c r i b e s 

events or p e r s o n a l i t i e s w i t h the aim of persuading h i s readers 

to t h i n k and a c t more ecumenically. 

I n Men of Unity, f o r example, he d e s c r i b e s the 

p e r s o n a l i t i e s and work of over a dozen key l e a d e r s who worked 

w i t h i n or f o r the ecumenical movement. The cumulative impact 

of reading these h i g h l y s e l e c t i v e accounts of d i v e r s e f i g u r e s 

such as John Mott v i a D i e t r i c h Bonhoeffer to John X X I I I i s 

t h r e e f o l d . 

F i r s t , the cause of ecumenism i s seen to be more than 

simply a denominational fad; i t has r a t h e r become a concern of 
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a l l the Churches. Secondly, t h i s has p r i m a r i l y come about 

through the e f f o r t s of h i g h l y committed i n d i v i d u a l s . They a l s o 

r e p r e s e n t the wider movements w i t h i n t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e Churches. 

The t h i r d i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t t h i s cause should t h e r e f o r e a l s o 

become a concern of the reader. Moreover, t h i s d i v e r s e p i c t u r e 

g a l l e r y of ecumenists demonstrates t h a t a l l shades of 

t h e o l o g i c a l p e r s u a s i o n can, or r a t h e r should, p a r t i c i p a t e i n 

t h i s endeavour. 

He p a i n t s on a much l a r g e r canvas i n The C h r i s t i a n S o c i e t y 

where he p o r t r a y s i n more e x t e n s i v e brush-strokes the develop­

ment and seemingly unstoppable progression of the C h r i s t i a n 

Church. I n many ways t h i s reads as a prototype of a book which 

w i l l be focused on i n the f o l l o w i n g chapter, A H i s t o r y of 

C h r i s t i a n M i ssions (1964). Both have a sense of forward 

movement and both t h e r e f o r e c a r r y a powerful i m p l i c i t message. 

The Church has grown and w i l l , t h e r e f o r e , continue to move 

forward. N e i l l d e s c r i b e s a number of f a c t o r s which may e i t h e r 

hinder or a s s i s t such growth. 

For i n s t a n c e , on the negative s i d e , h i s d e s c r i p t i o n of the 

hardening of d i v i s i o n s between the post-reformation Western 

churches concludes with the statement t h a t "each p a r t of the 

Body has become impoverished by i t s s e p a r a t i o n from other 

members."[23] Once again, however, the pragmatic argument, 

based on the premise of " d i s u n i t y impoverishes", i s but one 

plank i n a more fundamental and, i n N e i l l ' s eyes, s i n f u l 

m a l a i s e . 

By r i g o r o u s l y p o r t r a y i n g such disharmony, he s u b t l ^ y adds 
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weight to h i s argument t h a t d i s u n i t y c o n t r a d i c t s both the 

nature and the t a s k of the C h r i s t i a n S o c i e t y s 

The r e c o g n i t i o n of d i v i s i o n as c o n t r a r y to 

the v e r y nature of the C h r i s t i a n s o c i e t y i s 

a f i r s t and n e c e s s a r y step towards the 

recovery of t h a t u n i t y without which the 

Church cannot f u l l y bear i t s witness to the 

redemption of the whole of humanity, and of 

every p a r t and aspect of man's l i f e , through 

the death and r e s u r r e c t i o n of Jesus 

C h r i s t . [ 2 4 ] 

I n the opening chapter N e i l l g i v e s a b r i e f d e s c r i p t i o n of the 

nature of the e a r l i e s t C h r i s t i a n S o c i e t y , which found i t s 

u l t i m a t e o r i g i n s i n the l i f e , death and r e s u r r e c t i o n of Jesus 

of Nazareth. I m p l i c i t throughout t h i s book i s the argument 

t h a t i t i s He who d e f i n e s the s t a r t i n g point and the nature of 

the Church. 

W h i l s t , N e i l l admits t h e r e was i n i t i a l l y some l o c a l v a r i a ­

t i o n , he balances such a view with the a s s e r t i o n t h a t t h e r e was 

both "a sense of u n i t y present from the s t a r t " and a l s o a 

degree of d o c t r i n a l and i n n e r cohesion.[25] Thus by so de­

s c r i b i n g the f i r s t C h r i s t i a n community i n t h i s p o s i t i v e and 

u n i f i e d manner he i s able to hold i t up a g a i n s t the present 

s t a t e of the Church. A simple p o r t r a y a l becomes an i n s i g h t f u l 

c h a l l e n g e . 

The hope, c l e a r l y , i s t h a t a c o r r e c t d i a g n o s i s of the 

d i s e a s e named by N e i l l as " d i v i s i o n " w i l l provoke a r e a l i s a t i o n 
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of the need f o r repentance and r e s t o r a t i o n of t h i s e a r l y and 

intended harmony. A f u r t h e r reason f o r t h i s r e s t o r a t i o n of 

the "unity of the broken body of C h r i s t " [ 2 6 ] i s to ensure t h a t 

a u n i f i e d Church might become a l i v i n g parable f o r the redemp­

t i o n and harmony brought through C h r i s t . I n s h o r t , u n i t y i s 

born out of the m i s s i o n a r y r o l e of the Church. 

Another s i d e t o t h i s d e s c r i p t i v e technique can be seen i n 

W e i l l ' s use of i n d i v i d u a l s . On the one hand W e i l l h i g h l i g h t s 

the outstanding l e a d e r s such as St.Benedict who had "a profound 

understanding of human n a t u r e " [ 2 7 ] , Hildebrand who was 

"remarkably e f f e c t i v e i n the a f f a i r s of men"[28], and C h a r l e s 

Borromeo who s e t out to v i s i t every parson i n 800 p a r i s h e s of 

the diocese i s h i m s e l f d e s c r i b e d as a "remarkable man".[29] 

On the other, he a l s o u n d e r l i n e s a t d i f f e r e n t times the 

r o l e s of the "hidden ones" such as an e l d e r l y nun i n a Spanish 

convent, a t i n k e r of Bedford, a chemist's a s s i s t a n t i n York­

s h i r e , and a young g i r l whose drawings were g r e a t l y admired by 

Rushkin.[30] 

W e i l l may not come from a t r a d i t i o n which has much p l a c e 

f o r s a i n t s , but he n e v e r t h e l e s s c i t e s both apparently s i g n i f i ­

cant and i n s i g n i f i c a n t c h a r a c t e r s i n order to demonstrate to 

h i s readers t h a t they too have some p o t e n t i a l agency w i t h i n the 

purposes of God. More s p e c i f i c a l l y i n Men of Unity t h i s i n d i ­

v i d u a l agency i s d i r e c t e d towards the ecumenical e f f o r t . Thus 

simple pen c a r i c a t u r e s a r e used as a t o o l to encourage f u r t h e r 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n w i t h i n the ecumenical movement. 

Behind both h i s c l o s e l y l i n k e d h i s t o r i c a l and d e s c r i p t i v e 
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methods l i e s a more c e n t r a l t h e o l o g i c a l theme. For N e i l l , i t 

i s t h i s b e l i e f which u l t i m a t e l y e x p l a i n s the e f f e c t i v e agency 

of i n d i v i d u a l C h r i s t i a n s and the community as a whole. Thus i t 

i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t he f r e q u e n t l y employs what could be 

d e s c r i b e d as a C h r i s t o l o g i c a l r h e t o r i c a l d e v i c e . For N e i l l i t 

i s s t i l l C h r i s t o l o g y which l i e s a t the c e n t r e of h i s work. 

i i i ) C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c Ecumenism 

The n e a r e r we draw to the c r u c i f i e d , the 

n e a r e r we come to one another, i n however 

v a r i e d c o l o u r s the L i g h t of the World may be 

r e f l e c t e d i n our f a i t h . Under the Cross of 

J e s u s C h r i s t we reach hands to one 

another.[31] 

N e i l l approvingly c i t e s t h i s e x t r a c t from the r e p o r t of the 

Stockholm Conference of 1925. N e i l l may have applauded t h i s 

s i x page statement on the grounds of i t s "exemplary s i m p l i c i t y , 

modesty and h u m i l i t y " [ 3 2 ] , but h i s s e l e c t i o n presumably i s 

based upon i t s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c content. 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o n o t i c e how the argument does not 

i n i t i a l l y p o int C h r i s t i a n s towards each other, but r a t h e r f i r s t 

to C h r i s t a t h i s p oint of g r e a t e s t v u l n e r a b i l i t y . Thus the 

encouragement i s t h a t C h r i s t i a n s should draw c l o s e r to C h r i s t , 

i n order t h a t they w i l l , i n t h e i r d i v e r s i t y , a l s o move c l o s e r 

to each other. 

A s i m i l a r , but i n v e r t e d , use of t h i s argument i s c i t e d 

l a t e r i n the book. "The Western Churches are not one", quoting 

Dr.Timothy Lew, "because they are not w i l l i n g to f o l l o w t h e i r 
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s a v i o u r a l l the way to Golgotha."[33] Here, i n s t e a d of an 

encouragement to g r e a t e r u n i t y by drawing c l o s e r t o C h r i s t i s 

an a n a l y s i s of why the Churches are not u n i t e d . Once again the 

i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t u n i t y would come i f only C h r i s t i a n s were 

more obedient i n t h e i r f o l l o w i n g of C h r i s t . 

W h i l s t i n the i n t r o d u c t i o n of Men of Unity W e i l l does 

use a s e r i e s of pragmatic arguments, such as t h a t ecumenism 

w i l l a i d m i s s i o n a r y work or p r o t e c t the Church i n a p e r i l o u s 

age, i t i s the t h e o l o g i c a l roots upon which he puts the g r e a t ­

e s t emphasis. Thus he argues t h a t " i n C h r i s t , we a r e t o l d , 

there i s n e i t h e r Jew nor Greek, bar b a r i a n , $cy^^Xan, bond nor 

f r e e , but a l l together have been made one new man i n J e s u s 

C h r i s t . " [ 3 4 ] 

I n t h i s context he does not c i t e Paul or G a l a t i a n s 

Ch.3.v.23 to add a u t h o r i t a t i v e t e x t u a l weight to h i s argument. 

Here the focus i s placed, t h e r e f o r e , not on b i b l i c a l precedent, 

but r a t h e r upon the i m p l i c a t i o n s of being " i n C h r i s t " . The 

point here i s t h a t the i n n e r r e a l i t y must a l s o be expressed 

outwardly not i n monochrome homogenity, but i n open worship and 

m i n i s t r y . 

His apparent ecumenical optimism, which i s a t times i n f e c ­

t i o u s , i s rooted i n h i s b e l i e f t h a t " C h r i s t i s g r e a t e r than 

the fragments i n t o which His f o l l o w e r s have broken His body? 

when men s t r e t c h out t h e i r hands d i r e c t l y to Him, they f i n d 

themselves s t i l l m y s t e r i o u s l y one."[35] He makes t h i s c o n c l u ­

s i o n a t the end of h i s b r i e f d i s c u s s i o n of hymnody i n The 

C h r i s t i a n S o c i e t y on the b a s i s t h a t w r i t e r s from many d i f f e r e n t 
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t r a d i t i o n s a r e a b l e to produce high q u a l i t y m a t e r i a l which i s 

united by the nature of C h r i s t . 

Thus he made use of a C h r i s t o l o g i c a l method of p e r s u a s i o n , 

not simply because i t was a u s e f u l r h e t o r i c a l d e v i c e , but more 

importantly because i t l a y a t the heart of h i s p e r c e p t i o n of 

God's own nature. 

I n a b r i e f but p e r s u a s i v e a r t i c l e on "Co-operation and 

Unity" he argues t h a t "the only reason f o r seeking u n i t y i s 

t h a t God i s one and t h a t C h r i s t i s one, and t h a t He prayed t h a t 

His Church might be one. "[36] N e i l l may use the word "only" 

here, but i t would perhaps be more coherent to the r e s t of h i s 

work i f he had w r i t t e n t h a t here i s "the primary reason f o r 

seeking u n i t y . " 

The reader of h i s books on the need f o r g r e a t e r t h e o r e t i ­

c a l and p r a c t i c a l u n i t y i s , t h e r e f o r e , u l t i m a t e l y pushed back 

to a c e r t a i n understanding of the ontology of God. I t i s on 

the b a s i s of t h i s r e a l i t y made c l e a r through the l i f e and death 

of Jesus t h a t the C h r i s t i a n S o c i e t y has been able t o s u r v i v e i n 

s p i t e of i t s numerous t e n s i o n s . 

What streams out from Bethlehem and C a l v a r y 

i s the t r u e l i f e of men? whoever touches 

J e s u s of Nazareth, even d i s t a n t l y , touches 

l i f e , and e n t e r s a t l e a s t upon the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of being transformed a f t e r the 

l i k e n e s s of the C h r i s t . [ 3 7 ] 

For N e i l l , t h i s i s f a r more than a powerful metaphor to be used 

to draw the Churches together, i t i s r e a l i t y which has the 
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p o t e n t i a l t o transform the "deep and d i s a s t r o u s " d i v i s i o n s of 

Christendomo The source of t h i s "true l i f e " i s to be found i n 

the agency of God i n and through h i s t o r y . 

T h i s f u r t h e r e x p l a i n s not only why he put so much energy 

i n t o the h i s t o r i c a l method, but a l s o why he put so much e f f o r t 

i n t o d e s c r i b i n g i n d e t a i l how both i n d i v i d u a l s could become Men 

of Unity and communities could become the C h r i s t i a n S o c i e t y 

through the touch of J e s u s . 

i v ) Reasons f o r Ecumenism 

Over t h i s lengthy period based i n Geneva W e i l l r e p e a t e d l y 

used h i s t o r i c a l , d e s c r i p t i v e and C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c methods to 

promote the ecumenical cause. A v a r i e t y of reasons may be 

c i t e d f o r t h i s a c t i v i t y . 

F i r s t , N e i l l was i n e v i t a b l y i n f l u e n c e d by h i s own context. 

His c r i t i c i s m s of W.A. V i s s e r ' t Hooft's l e a d e r s h i p [ 3 8 ] , f o r 

example, may f u r t h e r imply he was f a r from happy w i t h the 

W.C.C. s t r u c t u r e s . His involvement a t major conferences such 

as Whitby (1947), Amsterdam (1948 = 1st Assembly), and New 

De h l i (1961 - 3rd Assembly) c l e a r l y would, through p e r s o n a l 

c o n t a c t s , have heightened h i s commitment to the ecumenical 

cause.[39] Furthermore, as he himself admitted, "the t w e n t i e t h 

century so f a r has been the great century of C h r i s t i a n 

Union."[40] I t i s important not to underestimate the impact of 

t h i s upon N e i l l ' s own thought and work. 

Secondly, h i s p r o l i f i c t r a v e l l i n g appears to have c o n t i n u ­

a l l y s t r e t c h e d h i s imagination and perception of the i n t e r n a ­

t i o n a l c h a r a c t e r of the Church. 
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The simple joyousness of the A f r i c a n , the 

a u s t e r e s i m p l i c i t y of the Muslim world, the 

e t h i c a l s o b r i e t y of the Chinese, the 

passionate s e l f - d e v o t i o n of the Japanese to 

the cause may be e q u a l l y i n d i s p e n s a b l e to 

the p e r f e c t i o n of the c a u s e o [ 4 1 ] 

T h i s may sound s l i g h t l y s i m p l i s t i c , or a c a r i c a t u r e , but the 

t h r u s t of the argument i s to i l l u s t r a t e what he elsewhere 

argued. The Church i s "meant to be the great i n t e r n a t i o n a l 

s o c i e t y , " [ 4 2 ] T h i s b e l i e f was c l e a r l y accentuated by h i s 

f l i g h t s around the globe. 

For i n s t a n c e , i n 1950 he made a "long and complicated" 

t h r e e month journey around A f r i c a . I t took him from south 

from C a i r o and Khartoum v i a Dar=es-Salaam and Zanzibar to Kenya 

and Uganda, then West to N i g e r i a , Ghana and S i e r r a Leone.[43] 

The reason f o r t h i s t r i p was both to make a survey of the 

A f r i c a n churches and a l s o to examine t h e o l o g i c a l education 

throughout the A f r i c a n c o n t i n e n t . 

I n each of the t h r e e sources f o r t h i s t r i p , whether i t be 

h i s t h i r t e e n i n s t a l m e n t s of t r a v e l d i a r y sent to F i s h e r [ 4 4 ] , 

h i s a r t i c l e on t h i s " A f r i c a n T h e o l o g i c a l Survey" [45] or h i s 

l a t e r comments on t h i s t r i p [ 4 6 ] , i t i s c l e a r t h a t he had 

l i t t l e time f o r an "unimaginatively western" teaching method. 

Such an approach ensured t h a t "students become pa l e 

copies of t h e i r western t e a c h e r s " and so l o s e "much of t h e i r 

j o y f u l spontaneity which i s the h e r i t a g e of the A f r i c a n i n 

almost every p a r t of the c o n t i n e n t . " [ 4 7 ] N e i l l c l e a r l y 
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b e l i e v e d t h a t the student "must.. .add h i s own t r e a s u r e s to 

the wealth of the c i t y of God."[48] 

Even a t f i f t y he appears to d e l i g h t i n the l e s s o n s t h a t 

new c u l t u r e s and experiences could teach him, and, t h e r e f o r e , 

by extension, the world-wide Church. He made t h i s survey 

s p e c i f i c a l l y f o r the I.M.C. ( I n t e r n a t i o n a l M i s s i o n a r y 

C o u n c i l ) . Having experienced both the r i c h e s and poverty so 

apparent a c r o s s the globe he hoped both could be shared w i t h i n 

the World-wide Church. 

W e i l l ' s context and personal t r a v e l and conference e x p e r i ­

ences a r e not enough to e x p l a i n f u l l y h i s involvement w i t h i n 

the ecumenical movement. His own experiences i n Cambridge i n 

the twenties [ 4 9 ] , and on the mission f i e l d i n I n d i a i n the 

t h i r t i e s [50] obviously shaped h i s b e l i e f t h a t ecumenism i s a 

c r u c i a l p a r t of m i s s i o n a r y work. At times i t f e e l s as i f 

ecumenism i s but an appendix to the c a l l f p r missions 

Every Church should l i v e a l l the time i n 

awareness of i t s membership i n the great 

f e l l o w s h i p of a l l those who c a l l on the name 

of our Lord Jesus C h r i s t as God and Saviour; 

and a t the same time i n awareness of the 

u n f i n i s h e d t a s k t h a t l i e s before i t . [ 5 1 ] 

The v i s i b l e d i v i s i o n s could not undermine the i n v i s i b l e u n i t y 

t h a t N e i l l p e r c e i v e d nor the c a l l i n g to continue the u n f i n i s h e d 

t a s k of "preaching the Gospel of Jesus C h r i s t to every 

c r e a t u r e " . [ 5 2 ] Thus N e i l l i s c o n s t a n t l y attempting to persuade 

h i s audiences t h a t the i n d i v i d u a l C h r i s t i a n has a c r u c i a l r o l e 

141 



to p l a y i n both the movement towards reunion and 

e f f e c t i v e proclamation. 

I t i s , t h e r e f o r e , the f i n a l C h r i s t o l o g i c a l l y centred 

approach which l i e s a t the hear t of W e i l l ' s reason f o r 

promoting ecumenism. His t h e o l o g i c a l understanding of C h r i s t 

a t the c e n t r e of r e a l i t y enabled him to w r i t e comments such as 

"the C h r i s t i a n i s c a l l e d to judge the nature of C h r i s t i a n 

s o c i e t y from what he l e a r n s of C h r i s t and His purpose i n the 

Gospel. "[53] Here i s the u n i f y i n g f o r c e , but was i t enough to 

h e a l the b r i l l i a n t , but broken W e i l l ? 

S e c t i o n b) A Genuinely Human Wri t e r 

Perhaps a f u r t h e r cause f o r W e i l l ' s passion f o r u n i t y was 

rooted i n a p r o j e c t i o n of h i s own sense of d i s u n i t y . As has 

been s t a t e d before t h i s i n t e r n a l t e n s i o n i s d e s c r i b e d most 

e x t e n s i v e l y a t the end of the f i r s t chapter of the Autobiogra­

phy. There he d e s c r i b e s how the s t r a i n s caused by the Second 

World War meant t h a t the arrow "turned down again" so i n 1946, 

as twenty y e a r s before, the "darkness was complete". T h i s i s 

a euphemism f o r h i s depressed c o n d i t i o n r e t u r n i n g with a ven­

geance. T h i s was i n h i s own eyes the "longest and worst period 

of s u f f e r i n g which l a s t e d f o r ten y e a r s . " [ 5 4 ] 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y , he does not l i n k t h i s "darkness" e x p l i c i t ­

l y w i t h h i s departure from I n d i a , nor does he make much of 

these f e e l i n g s i n h i s two e x t e n s i v e chapters covering t h i s 

period i n h i s Autobiography. One i s l e f t wondering whether he 

rep r e s s e d such f e e l i n g s or simply p r e f e r r e d to d e a l i n euphe­

misms to avoid embarassment. 
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From h i s frequent use of a metaphor of the former s l a v e 

t r a d e r Newton i t would appear t h a t N e i l l kept the l i d on much 

of what he f e l t . "Don't t e l l me of your f e e l i n g s . A t r a v e l l e r 

may be g l a d of f i n e weather, but w i l l go on whatever the condi­

t i o n s . " The reason why he d e s c r i b e s t h i s statement as " s p l e n ­

d i d " must p a r t i a l l y l i e w i t h h i s background. "I'm g l a d to say 

I was brought up i n t h a t t r a d i t i o n of e v a n g e l i c a l i s m , where any 

r e f e r e n c e to your f e e l i n g s was almost an indecency." [55] The 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y f a c t i s t h a t N e i l l was able to go on through 

these t e n p a i n f u l y e a r s w i t h so l i t t l e " r e f e r e n c e " to the 

t u r m o i l w i t h i n . 

His c o n d i t i o n appears to have been worsened by repeated 

a t t a c k s of insomnia, an a c c i d e n t a l overdose of b a r b i t u r a t e s 

l a s t i n g f o r f i f t e e n y e a r s and the u n o b t a i n a b i l i t y of the two 

doctors who seemed to have been any help. Moreover, he had been 

s u f f e r i n g from undiagnosed amoebic dysentery f o r over ten 

y e a r s . I t was not u n t i l 1954 t h a t he e v e n t u a l l y r e c e i v e d 

treatment f o r t h i s c o n d i t i o n a t the T r o p i c a l D i s e a s e s H o s p i t a l 

i n London.[56] Reading i n between the l i n e s of the 

Autobiography, combined w i t h comments by L e s s l i e Newbigin, who 

saw N e i l l from time to time during t h i s period [ 5 7 ] , i t would 

appear t h i s was a harrowing episode i n h i s l i f e . 

I t could a l s o be i n f e r r e d from the Autobiography t h a t he 

draws an i m p l i c i t p a r a l l e l between h i s experience and Soren 

Kierkegaard's d e s p a i r . I n t e r e s t i n g l y , he d e s c r i b e s how t h i s 

Danish theologian could be "the l i f e and s o u l of the p a r t y , 

then go home to a l o n e l y room and the waters of d e s p a i r would 
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c l o s e over h i s head."[58] 

One i s l e f t wondering whether N e i l l i s attempting to 

de s c r i b e h i s own experience i n a s l i g h t l y d i s t a n c e d f a s h i o n . 

Moreover, by h i g h l i g h t i n g Kierkegaard's agony he both v a l i d a t e s 

h i s own s t a t e of depression and a l s o even the reader's own 

shadows. Thus W e i l l p l a c e s himself amongst a f e l l o w s h i p of 

s u f f e r e r s , such as Lord Roseberry or Kierkegaard [ 5 9 ] , and so 

demonstrates t h a t t h i s i s no Unique c o n d i t i o n . 

He cla i m s t h a t "whatever the s t a t e of my i n n e r f e e l i n g s " 

i t made "no d i f f e r e n c e to the e f f e c t i v e n e s s of my C h r i s t i a n 

m i n i s t r y . " [ 6 0 ] Behind t h i s statement i s the i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t 

such brokenness appears o c c a s i o n a l l y to have f a c i l i t a t e d h i s 

speaking and w r i t i n g m i n i s t r y . Nevertheless, he admits t h a t 

"at times he wished t h e r e had been a l i t t l e l e s s s u f f e r i n g on 

the way I have trodden."[61] Here i s a man who f e l t deeply and 

y e t through h i s background was prevented from f u l l y e x p r e s s i n g 

h i s emotions. 

Often he uses other peoples experiences or examples from 

l i t e r a t u r e t o make sense of or b r i n g h i s own n a r r a t i v e to l i f e . 

For i n s t a n c e , a key tu r n i n g point came f o r N e i l l i n 1956, a t 

T r i n i t y C o l l e g e , Cambridge, w h i l s t t a k i n g Holy Communion a t the 

f e a s t of S t . P a u l (January 25th) Then he recognised t h a t he no 

longer needed "to c a r r y the burdens of the p a s t " . 

One wonders whether he f u l l y experienced the t r u e f o r g i v e ­

ness which he had so r i g o r o u s l y explored i n the Hulsean L e c ­

t u r e s of 1947 on Forgiveness a t Cambridge [ 6 2 ] , or defined i n A 

Genuinely Human E x i s t e n c e as the "one completely adequate 
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method of p u t t i n g the p a s t back where i t belongs - i n the 

p a s t . " [ 6 3 ] Perhaps here a t l a s t he was a b l e to put the events 

which l e d to h i s departure from I n d i a i n 1944 back i n the p a s t . 

N e i l l r e s o r t s to Dante to make sense of what he sees as a 

c r u c i a l moment i n a long term h e a l i n g p r o c e s s . " I can e x p l a i n 

t h i s experience only by r e f e r r i n g to the tremendous passage of 

20 and 21 of the Purgatorio."[64] The focus of t h i s passage i s 

the p u r i f i c a t i o n of the s o u l , and i t s l i b e r a t i o n to r i s e to a 

higher t e r r a c e . The r e s u l t of such movement i s t h a t the moun­

t a i n shakes. Once again W e i l l uses a powerful metaphor to 

i l l u m i n a t e what he p e r c e i v e s as a h i g h l y s i g n i f i c a n t e x p e r i ­

ence . 

At f i r s t s i g h t i t i s s u r p r i s i n g f o r a man w i t h e v a n g e l i c a l 

r o o t s t h a t he chose the image of Purgatory. But i t i s l e s s of 

a s u r p r i s e when one remembers how W e i l l ' s i n t r o d u c t i o n to 

Dante by Alexander Wairne, the then Dean of Jesus C o l l e g e , 

Cambridge, had brought such joy.[65] W e i l l a l s o appears to 

have been more drawn by the motif of p u r i f i c a t i o n and progres­

s i o n r a t h e r than the s p e c i f i c image of Purgatory. 

Three y e a r s l a t e r i n A Genuinely Human E x i s t e n c e (1959) he 

a l s o uses the D i v i n a Commedia to i l l u s t r a t e how from time to 

time " i n human h i s t o r y a man appears i n whom i n t e n s e s e n s i t i v e ­

ness i n the i n t u i t i v e apprehension of r e a l i t y i s married to 

p e r f e c t mastery of form."[66] I t i s c l e a r from h i s w r i t i n g 

t h a t t h i s book made a profound impact on W e i l l s 

... such i s h i s power over us t h a t , open the 

book a t any p o i n t , and we are immediately i n 
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Dante's world? we stand by the glowing r e d-

hot tombs i n the Inferno? we share i n the 

e x u l t a t i o n of the s p i r i t s when the whole 

mount of Purgatory shakes f o r joy t h a t one 

more of the redeemed has come to the end of 

i t s purgation.[67] 

N e i l l ' s obvious d e l i g h t i n the Divina Commedja, was c l e a r l y 

heightened by the f e e l i n g t h a t he a l s o had i n some way "come to 

the end of" h i s "purgation." I t i s as i f N e i l l i s using 

Dante's s e n s u a l d e s c r i p t i o n s as windows onto h i s own f e e l i n g s . 

The major t h r u s t of t h i s chapter i n A Genuinely Human E x i s t e n c e 

i s an attempt to i n t e g r a t e h i s i n t u i t i o n w ith h i s i n t e l l e c t . 

I t was t y p i c a l of the man N e i l l t h a t t h r e e y e a r s a f t e r 

t h i s experience he would produce a comprehensive book 

attempting t o s e t out a C h r i s t i a n Approach to Psychology, i n A 

Genuinely Human E x i s t e n c e . As a work of psychology i t l a c k s 

t i g h t d e f i n i t i o n s , so terms such as sublim^nation o r r e p r e s s i o n 

ar e o f t e n used but r a r e l y f u l l y explained.[68] W h i l s t as a 

work of theology i t l a c k s sharp focus y e t as an attempt to 

i n t e g r a t e the two d i s c i p l i n e s i t provides some provocative 

t h e o r i e s . [ 69 ] On a personal l e v e l i t i s the best example of 

N e i l l t r y i n g to r a t i o n a l i z e h i s own p a i n f u l experiences and 

turn these r e f l e c t i o n s i n t o an a i d f o r o t h e r s . 

T h i s book may hold the keys to N e i l l ' s continued p r o l i f i c 

w r i t t e n and spoken e x p r e s s i o n . On the one hand, throughout he 

i d e n t i f i e s and attempts to e x p l a i n the darker s i d e of human 

nature. Presumably p a r t of the reason f o r t h i s i s an atttempt 
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to come to terms with h i s own shadows. 

Here w i t h i n a t y p i c a l l o g i c a l s t r u c t u r e i s a more i n t u i ­

t i v e a n a l y s i s of s i n f u l n e s s . He i d e n t i f i e s t e n s i o n w i t h i n 

each human c h a r a c t e r and then p e r s o n i f i e s i t as Mr Hyde i n 

Chapter 4. T h i s i s the s i d e of human nature which i s sup­

pressed and rep r e s s e d , but o c c a s i o n a l l y l e a k s out through angry 

ou t b u r s t s . T h i s l e s s d e s i r a b l e element i n our human e x i s t e n c e 

takes a number of other formSj some of which are c h a r a c t e r i s e d 

i n Chapter 8. They i n c l u d e f e a r , f r u s t r a t i o n and resentment. 

I n s h o r t t h i s book i s a p a r t i a l attempt to be b r u t a l l y 

r e a l i s t i c about the human co n d i t i o n , much of i t i s born out of 

h i s r e c e n t experience. Perhaps t h i s i s N e i l l ' s way of f a c i n g 

the "Mr Hyde" s i d e of h i s c h a r a c t e r which appears to have taken 

over a t times i n I n d i a . He does not, however, leave h i s read­

e r s o r him s e l f i n the depths of d e s p a i r . 

For N e i l l , "there i s no f r u s t r a t i o n which, i f imagina­

t i v e l y and calmly accepted, cannot be turned to c r e a t i v e use; 

no r i n d so b i t t e r t h a t i t cannot be found to conceal sweet 

f r u i t w i t h i n . " L a t e r i n the same s e c t i o n he w r i t e s of those 

who have to cope w i t h an "inward and i n v i s i b l e " handicap. T h i s 

i s a " l o n e l y and hard" c o n f l i c t . But f o r those who l e a r n to 

l i v e w i t h somes 

ir r e m e d i a b l e l o s s , such as the permanent 

f r u s t r a t i o n of the hope of marriage and 

parenthood, and make a c a r e e r and a 

c h a r a c t e r i n s p i t e of i t , are l i k e l y to have 

l i t t l e r e c o g n i t i o n other than the in n e r 
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v o i c e of conscience? y e t some who have no 

idea of the p r i c e t h a t has been paid may be 

aware of some s p e c i a l strength or sweetness 

of c h a r a c t e r , f o r which they can f i n d no 

ready explanation.[70] 

Here l i e s the i n t e r p r e t a t i v e key to N e i l l ' s experience of 

"purgation" and h i s a b i l i t y to grow through h i s s u f f e r i n g . 

P a r t i a l h e a l i n g appears to have come from acceptance of h i s 

circumstance. T h i s has been added to by h i s b e l i e f t h a t t h e r e 

i s a p o s i t i v e v a l u e i n s u f f e r i n g . I n other words, the way i n 

which he copes with h i s p a i n i s to r a t i o n a l i z e , e x t e r n a l i z e and 

u l t i m a t e l y see t h a t he was going through a "vale of s o u l -

making", which had the p o t e n t i a l to turn the s u f f e r i n g he went 

through i n t o a c r e a t i v e f o r c e . 

Where f o r N e i l l was the dynamic which could transform the 

" b i t t e r r i n d " or deep " f r u s t r a t i o n " ? His answer to t h i s ques­

t i o n and a l s o questions of theodicy, which a r e p a r t i c u l a r l y 

thrown up by the incompleteness of the human p e r s o n a l i t y , i s 

found i n the l i f e of the one man who l i v e d A Genuinely Human 

E x i s t e n c e . 

He once again o f f e r s an e x p l i c i t C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c answer 

and, t h e r e f o r e , p o i n t s h i s readers to p a r t i c i p a t e i n the 

s t r u g g l e s of t h i s man i n the garden of Gethsemane. There 

Jesus s 

r i s e s above h i s s u f f e r i n g s so completely as 

to show more concern f o r others, f o r h i s 

mother, f o r the dying t h i e f , f o r the 
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s o l d i e r s who c r u c i f i e d him - than f o r him­

s e l f . More important s t i l l , he i s convinced 

t h a t s u f f e r i n g i t s e l f i s something t h a t can 

be turned t o c r e a t i v e purpose i n t h i s 

s t r a n g e l y confused and troubled 

u n i v e r s e . [ 7 1 ] 

On one l e v e l t h i s i s the example of s i l e n t s u f f e r i n g and of 

" s e l f - f o r g e t f u l n e s s and s e l f - d e n i a l " t h a t N e i l l h i m s e l f a t ­

tempted to f o l l o w . [ 7 2 ] On another l e v e l N e i l l b e l i e v e s t h a t 

C h r i s t ' s s u f f e r i n g can have a p o s i t i v e transforming impact. 

T h i s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c model i s the underlying theme of the 

book. W h i l s t N e i l l does not acknowledge i t , he i s t r y i n g to 

i n t e g r a t e h i s own p a i n f u l experiences with t h i s powerful exem­

p l a r . I f one bears N e i l l ' s own personal context i n t o account 

t h i s book becomes an e s p e c i a l l y moving attempt to b r i n g t o ­

gether C h r i s t i a n i t y w i t h psychology and h i s own experience. 

The reason why he attempted to make such i n t e g r a t i o n s i s 

rooted not only i n h i s own personal experiences, but a l s o h i s 

l o c a t i o n of Jes u s C h r i s t a t the centre of h i s t o r y ? 

The l i f e and death and r e s u r r e c t i o n of Jesus 

of Nazareth a r e not simply events among 

other events - they are the Event, the 

c e n t r a l happening of human h i s t o r y , from 

which a l l other events can be measured 

forwards and backwards i n unending s e r i e s to 

the end and the beginning of time.[73] 

I t was t h i s b e l i e f t h a t enabled him to make such p o s i t i v e 
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a s s e r t i o n s about h i s own experience and s u f f e r i n g , as w e l l as 

i t s h i s t o r i c a l purpose. I t was t h i s c e n t r a l h i s t o r i c a l event 

which u l t i m a t e l y forced him out to work as an a p o l o g i s t and 

e v a n g e l i s t . 

S e c t i o n c ) Apologist and E v a n g e l i s t 

N e i l l devotes over s i x t y pages i n the Autobiography to h i s 

work amongst st u d e n t s . [ 7 4 ] He l e d missions i n a staggering 

number of u n i v e r s i t i e s . They included Oxford, Toronto, Y a l e , 

Harvard, P r i n c e t o n , Sydney, Melbourne, Perth, Colorado, New 

Brunswick, and McMaster. He worked a t three d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s . 

F i r s t , he d i d some teaching missions aimed p a r t i c u l a r l y a t 

C h r i s t i a n s . Secondly, he took p a r t i n f u r t h e r d i d a c t i c work 

aimed a t those from a " C h r i s t i a n background" o r who were 

" s p o i l e d C h r i s t i a n s " . T h i r d l y , he spoke to those working from 

a " t o t a l l y s e c u l a r framework", f o r whom C h r i s t i a n presupposi­

t i o n s were no longer taken s e r i o u s l y . [ 7 5 ] N e i l l was s e n s i t i v e 

to the needs of d i f f e r e n t audiences, and so a l t e r e d the focus 

of h i s many p r e s e n t a t i o n s a p p r o p r i a t e l y . 

i ) The Apologist's Goals 

I n the C h r i s t i a n F a i t h Today he argues t h a t "the apolo­

g i s t d e s i r e s to produce c o n v i c t i o n , but i t i s h i s aim to pro­

duce i t under s t r i c t l y observed conditions of academic 

i n t e g r i t y . " [ 7 6 ] L a t e r he argues t h a t the " a p o l o g i s t i s an 

e v a n g e l i s t i n c h a i n s " . [ 7 7 ] These are impressive and p e r s u a s i v e 

words, but does N e i l l f u l l y attempt to f o l l o w such an 

ap o l o g e t i c method or i s he merely using the d i s g u i s e of the 

a p o l o g i s t to a i d h i s work as an e v a n g e l i s t ? 
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I n another work, Twentieth Century C h r i s t i a n i t y (1961), 

which he both e d i t e d and wrote f o r , he f u r t h e r defends the 

cause of the a p o l o g i s t . C h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y , he t u r n s to the 

past masters to promote h i s case. He c i t e s not only the 

"philosophers who went down i n t o the arena" such as James Ward 

(The G i f f o r d l e c t u r e s on Naturalism and Agnosticism 1899), but 

a l s o W i l l i a m Temple's mission to the U n i v e r s i t y of Oxford i n 

1931 as evidence to support h i s case f o r the v a l u e of the 

a p o l o g i s t . 

The point he makes i s t h a t the a p o l o g i s t has had an 

important r o l e i n r e c e n t h i s t o r y and can t h e r e f o r e be u s e f u l i n 

the continuing defence and promotion of C h r i s t i a n i t y . Thus he 

i s , w i t h g r e a t d e x t e r i t y and s u b t l e t y , j u s t i f y i n g h i s own 

t a k i n g on of the a p o l o g i s t ' s guise through the use of p a s t 

precedent. 

But h i s f i r s t aim, s t a t e d a t i t s s i m p l e s t l e v e l i n C h r i s t , 

His Church and His World (1948), was not t o j u s t i f y h i m s e l f , 

but r a t h e r to make the " G o s p e l . . . . i n t e l l i g i b l e to the h e a r e r of 

the present age."[78] Beyond t h a t , he wished to b r i n g "convic­

t i o n " t h a t f o l l o w i n g C h r i s t was the only way to a Genuinely 

Human E x i s t e n c e . I t i s i l l u m i n a t i n g to examine some of the 

techniques he employed to c a r r y out t h i s t a s k . 

i i ) The A p o l o g i s t ' s Technique. 

I t was the s e c u l a r student audience which he p a r t i c u l a r l y 

enjoyed f a c i n g , probably because they p a r t i c u l a r l y s t r e t c h e d 

him. Rather condescendingly, he asks "how does one speak of 

r e l i g i o n to an audience whose minds have been reduced to a 
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c o n d i t i o n i n which nothing of imagination, of i l l u m i n a t i o n , or 

of i n t e l l e c t u a l adventure can grow?[79] 

His approach can be seen most c l e a r l y i n C h r i s t i a n F a i t h 

Today (1955) o T h i s i s an a p o l o g e t i c book, produced by a 

p u b l i s h e r s p e c i a l i s i n g i n mass d i s t r i b u t i o n , which p r i m a r i l y 

developed out of h i s l e c t u r e s and mission addresses around the 

world. I t was i n Cambridge, i n a s e r i e s of open l e c t u r e s , 

t h a t the main p a r t of the m a t e r i a l was f i r s t d e l i v e r e d . At the 

end of the l a s t i n the s e r i e s t here was, according to N e i l l , a 

stunned s i l e n c e . 

He does not e x p l a i n t h i s i n terms of r h e t o r i c a l e x c e l ­

lence, though t h i s i s s u b t l y i m p l i e d , but r a t h e r on the b a s i s 

t h a t h i s audience r e a l i s e d t h a t there u l t i m a t e l y i s no room 

f o r n e u t r a l i t y , as any statement of the C h r i s t i a n Gospel i n ­

volves a c h a l l e n g e . [ 8 0 ] The C h r i s t i a n F a i t h Today b u i l d s up to 

a s i m i l a r crescendo. I n the l a s t l e c t u r e the r e c u r r i n g ques­

t i o n of "What t h i n k ye of C h r i s t ? " i s suddenly and unexpectedly 

turned around to ask e f f e c t i v e l y "What does C h r i s t t h i n k of 

you?"[81] 

Here N e i l l the r a t i o n a l a p o l o g i s t f o r the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h 

i s to be found a t h i s most im p r e s s i v e . I n many ways h i s f o u r t h 

chapter on "Jesus" i s the c e n t r a l p i v o t of t h i s rigorous argu­

ment. I t l a c k s e x p l i c i t emotional appeal and i n s t e a d r e l i e s 

upon s h o r t simple a f f i r m a t i o n s of f a i t h , such as "the l i f e of 

Jesus i s of u n i v e r s a l s i g n i f i c a n c e " . N e i l l j u s t i f i e s t h i s 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y c l a i m on the r e l a t i v e l y weak a s s e r t i o n t h a t 

Jesus demonstrated " p e r f e c t adaptation to the circumstances" he 
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found himself t h r u s t i n t o . [ 8 2 ] 

He i s r e l a t i v e l y s u c c e s s f u l with t h i s argument p a r t l y 

because of the cumulative weight of h i s a s s e r t i o n s ; but more 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y , because of h i s s e n s i t i v e treatment of s u f ­

f e r i n g , followed by h i s h i g h l i g h t i n g the way i n which "Jesus 

brings a new a t t i t u d e i n t o the world towards s u f f e r i n g . " [ 8 3 ] 

T h i s d i s c u s s i o n of the nature and impact of s u f f e r i n g c o n t a i n s 

an honest i n c i s i v e n e s s which leaves t h i s reader, a t l e a s t , 

convinced he was drawing on h i s own experience. [84] Here i s 

c l e a r evidence t h a t h i s work as an a p o l o g i s t was shaped, and 

even improved, by h i s t en y e a r s of "darkness." 

By c o n t r a s t h i s s i x t h chapter on " C h r i s t the R e c o n c i l e r " 

begins w i t h a more e m p i r i c a l approach. He makes a wide-ranging 

l i t e r a r y and p r a c t i c a l a n a l y s i s of d i s j o i n t e d human r e l a t i o n ­

s h i p s . He then d e s c r i b e s both the need f o r and r e a l i t y of 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and f o r g i v e n e s s . On the b a s i s of t h i s human 

analogy he s k i l f u l l y moves h i s audience to co n s i d e r the 

question of d i v i n e f o r g i v e n e s s ? 

I f men sometimes f o r g i v e one another, and i f 

forgi v e n e s s i s seen to be an admirable 

t h i n g , we might h e s i t a t i n g l y i n f e r t h a t i n 

the r e l a t i o n of God to man a l s o f o r g i v e n e s s 

might be a p o s s i b i l i t y . [ 8 5 ] 

Notice f i r s t the movement of the argument from the known to the 

unknown. Secondly, watch c a r e f u l l y as N e i l l makes use of hypo­

t h e t i c a l language such as " i f " , " h e s i t a t i n g l y " and " p o s s i b i l i ­

t y " . The e f f e c t of such terms i s to a l l o w h i s audience to 
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f o l l o w h i s argument without being a l i e n a t e d from h i s a s s e r ­

t i o n s . By i m p l i c a t i o n , such an approach, which r e c u r s through­

out the book, i l l u s t r a t e s t h a t "the f a i t h of Jesus G h r i s t i s a 

f a i t h f o r reasonable men."[86] 

As an a p o l o g i s t w i t h i n the U n i v e r s i t y context he t h e r e f o r e 

sought t o make a r a t i o n a l defence of C h r i s t i a n i t y through both 

the l o g i c a l manner of h i s argument and the s e t t i n g out of a 

framework i n which J e s u s C h r i s t was a t the c e n t r e . I n h i s 

l e c t u r e s aimed a t American p a s t o r s , and l a t e r p ublished as On 

the M i n i s t r y , he emphasized the importance of boldness, s t r u c ­

t u r e , imagination, i n t e l l e c t u a l f i b r e , c l a r i t y and a c c e s s i b i l i ­

t y when preaching the "word of God".[87] These were l e s s o n s 

N e i l l h i m s e l f a l s o bore i n mind as an a p o l o g i s t , as he attempt­

ed to make the "Gospel..." i n t e l l i g i b l e to the h e a r e r of the 

present age."[88] 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , h i s approach was marked by f l e x i b i l i t y . He 

would not always c o n s t r u c t academically based arguments to 

demonstrate the reasonableness of C h r i s t i a n i t y . For i n s t a n c e , 

books such as Who i s Jesus C h r i s t ? (1956) and What i s Man? 

(1960), which were p a r t of the World C h r i s t i a n Book s e r i e s , are 

w r i t t e n i n a f a r more simple s t y l e . He had a non-student and 

l e s s well-educated i n t e r n a t i o n a l market i n mind. N e v e r t h e l e s s , 

he a l s o maintains a h i g h l y C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c message i n both 

books.[89] Perhaps, i t i s t h i s common theme which l i e s behind 

h i s v a r i e d work as an a p o l o g i s t ? 
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i i i ) The Apo l o g i s t ' s Motivation 

I f I were today t h i r t y y ears younger than I 

am, would I make the same d e c i s i o n t h a t I 

made i n 1924? [ i . e take up mi s s i o n a r y 

s e r v i c e ] , . , . . . Between 1924 and 1954 many 

th i n g s have changed. But the command of 

C h r i s t stands unchanged? h i s gospel must be 

preached to the ends of e a r t h and to every 

c r e a t u r e . [ 8 7 ] 

W e i l l ' s i n t e r n a t i o n a l work as a t r a v e l l i n g a p o l o g i s t should be 

i n t e r p r e t e d i n the l i g h t of t h i s c h a l l e n g i n g statement a t the 

end of h i s book on mis s i o n a r y work Under Three F l a g s (1954). 

The preaching of the Gospel a c r o s s the globe was q u i t e simply, 

f o r W e i l l , an a c t of obedience. Thus, he saw him s e l f as 

foll o w i n g the command of h i s master, by working as an a p o l o g i s t 

or " e v a n g e l i s t i n c h a i n s " . Furthermore, the energy he expended 

as an a p o l o g i s t during t h i s time would suggest he p e r c e i v e d 

t h i s work as one form of "preaching the gospel." 

Moreover, i t was not the technique of being an e f f e c t i v e 

a p o l o g i s t or preacher w i t h which N e i l l was p r i m a r i l y concerned, 

r a t h e r i t was the content of the message which remained funda­

mental to him. T h i s can be seen most c l e a r l y i n On the M i n i s ­

t r y (1952). There he argues t h a t "how you preach i s impor­

t a n t , but what you preach i s much more important s t i l l . " [91] 

He may have enjoyed, and even needed the a t t e n t i o n of an 

audience, the f e e l i n g s of power, and the a f f i r m a t i o n of read-
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e r s , but these were but secondary reasons f o r w r i t i n g and 

speaking as an a p o l o g i s t . 

His aim i s r e f l e c t e d i n h i s u l t i m a t e advice to h i s Ameri­

can audience " t r y to preach f a i t h f u l l y t h i s Gospel both of 

judgment and of mercy" both i n " t r u t h " and y e t never aiming to 

wound.[92] Behind such a message i s the simple b e l i e f t h a t 

"what they need i s to see J e s u s " . [93] T h i s short-hand i l l u s ­

t r a t e s both how the reason f o r and the core of h i s communicaton 

has remained unchanged from h i s time i n I n d i a . [ 9 4 ] 

I f t h a t i s the perceived "need", then the t a s k of the 

preacher i s a v i t a l one. The i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t the way i n 

which people " w i l l see Je s u s " i s through the agency of the 

m i n i s t e r . Such an understanding of the r o l e of the preacher 

may f u r t h e r e x p l a i n why there was so "much ado" as an a p o l o g i s t 

both i n and ou t s i d e Geneva. 

i v ) An Exception 

There i s one book w r i t t e n i n 1956 (and published i n 1958) 

which stands out amongst h i s work as an a p o l o g i s t during t h i s 

p eriod. I n t h i s t e x t he does not attempt to combine the r o l e s 

of e v a n g e l i s t with a p o l o g i s t . I n s t e a d , he draws together the 

three d i f f e r e n t primary r o l e s o u t l i n e d i n t h i s chapter. Thus 

i n h i s b e s t - s e l l i n g study of Anglicanism (now i n i t s fo u r t h 

e d i t i o n ) he combines h i s s k i l l s as a h i s t o r i a n , w r i t e r and 

ecumenist to make a c a r e f u l and comprehensive; 

"explanation, i n the l i g h t of h i s t o r y and 

theology, of the nature and working of the 

Anglican Communion, i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p with 
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other C h r i s t i a n groups, and i t s p a r t i n the 

movement f o r C h r i s t i a n Union."[95] 

I n order to understand the present, as w e l l as plan f o r the 

f u t u r e , he t u r n s to the p a s t roots of Anglicanism. T h i s book 

should a l s o be seen not simply as an attempt a t s e l f -

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , but a l s o as a s u b t l e apology, even j u s t i f i c a ­

t i o n , f o r the e x i s t e n c e of the Anglican communion. He does 

not, however, defend i t s permanent continuance, s i n c e he s t i l l 

maintains an ecumenical v i s i o n . [ 9 6 ] 

I n both the o r i g i n a l P r eface and Autobiography he i s keen 

to u n d e r l i n e t h i s i s not a " h i s t o r y book" nor a "book about 

theology".[97] His s t a t e d purpose was simply "to show how 

Anglicans had thought and l i v e d and prayed through the 

y e a r s " . [98] Once again he does t h i s p a r t i a l l y by u s i n g the 

h i s t o r i c a l and d e s c r i p t i v e d e v i c e s o u t l i n e d e a r l i e r i n t h i s 

chapter.[99] 

He i s i n v o l v e d i n a f a r more e x t e n s i v e t a s k than simply 

informing and educating h i s audience. For i n s t a n c e , h i s f u l l 

and s e n s i t i v e treatment of Cranmer, i n complete c o n t r a s t to 

s c h o l a r s such as Gregory Dix i n The Shape of t h e L i t u r g y , 

encourages h i s readers to v a l u e the Archbishop's v a r i e d 

c o n t r i b u t i o n s to the l i f e of the Churchs "We have as our c h i e f 

reformer the man who had g r e a t e r genius f o r l i t u r g i c a l worship 

than any other of whom we have record i n the whole h i s t o r y of 

the Church."[100] T h i s strong a s s e r t i o n r e f l e c t s N e i l l ' s own 

d e l i g h t i n the Cranmerian c o n t r i b u t i o n to l i t u r g y , and h i s 

d e s i r e to persuade others to p a r t i c i p a t e more f u l l y i n such an 
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a p p r e c i a t i o n o 

A p a r a l l e l example can be seen i n the way i n which h i s 

ecumenical e f f o r t s are applauded; " I f Cranmer had had h i s way, 

the World C o u n c i l of Churches would have come i n t o being i n 

1548, and not i n 1948-"[101] This comment can be read on one 

l e v e l as a f u r t h e r example of N e i l l encouraging h i s readers t o 

recognise and v a l u e Cranmer's work. But on another i t has the 

p o t e n t i a l t o a c t as an i m p l i c i t p e r s u a s i v e device t o draw h i s 

readers i n t o the ecumenical movement. I n both ca s e s N e i l l 

moves the reader from information v i a a p p r e c i a t i o n to 

persuasion. 

T h i s book i s f a r more than a s e r i e s of h i s t o r i c a l v i ­

gnettes- designed to inform and persuade h i s readers to v a l u e 

and even p a r t i c i p a t e w i t h i n the Anglican Communion. I t i s an 

apologetic n a r r a t i v e born out of both l e c t u r e s on the c o n t i ­

nent i n French or German and the l i v e l y d i s c u s s i o n s which f o l ­

lowed them. N e i l l attempted such a defence through d e f i n i ­

t i o n , o c c a s i o n a l hyperbole, h i s t o r i c a l e x p l a n a t i o n , 

c o n t e x t u a l i s a t i o n and a n a l y s i s of the present day.[102] 

Pa r t of the reason f o r such a work i s to be found most 

s u c c i n c t l y i n h i s P r e f a c e to the f o u r t h e d i t i o n w r i t t e n i n 

1976, some twenty ye a r s a f t e r i t s o r i g i n a l p u b l i c a t i o n s 

The Anglican Communion has obvious weakness­

es ... . Other Communions have t h e i r obvious 

e x c e l l e n c i e s , t h e o l o g i c a l and l i t u r g i c a l . 

Yet t h i s i s a f e l l o w s h i p i n which i t i s 

p o s s i b l e f o r me to proclaim a l l t h a t I 
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b e l i e v e to be t r u e , and i n which I am not 

r e q u i r e d to teach anything which I b e l i e v e 

t o be untrue. Why then should I wish to 

exchange i t f o r any other? I n t h i s p a r t of 

the f e l l o w s h i p of the people of C h r i s t I am 

content to l i v e and to d i e . [ 1 0 3 ] 

This a f f i r m a t i o n of Anglicanism i s f a r stronger than h i s com­

ments i n 1956. There h i s attachment to Anglican churches i s 

explained i n terms of t h e i r p o t e n t i a l . [ 1 0 4 ] Twenty y e a r s of 

ext e n s i v e t r a v e l and m i n i s t r y i n almost two hundred Anglican 

dioceses f u r t h e r heightened h i s l o y a l t y to t h i s Communion. His 

i n i t i a l and continuing a p o l o g e t i c work f o r Anglicanism was 

u l t i m a t e l y but a secondary c o n s i d e r a t i o n . 

I n order t o understand f u l l y h i s reason f o r being an 

a p o l o g i s t f o r Anglicanism i t i s worth n o t i c i n g the key reasons 

he c i t e s f o r h i s continued attachment. F i r s t , he h i g h l i g h t s 

the freedom i t gave him to "proclaim" and "teach". As has been 

demonstrated e a r l i e r h i s proclamation and teaching was founded 

upon a s i n g l e underlying t h e o l o g i c a l theme. I t i s c l e a r t h a t 

f o r N e i l l membership of the Anglican Church f a c i l i t a t e d the 

proclamation of t h a t C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c theme. Thus i t i s not 

s u r p r i s i n g t h a t he defended the framework which allowed him to 

teach such a message. 

Secondly, N e i l l p o i n t s to the f a c t t h a t i t was a f e l l o w ­

ship of people u n i t e d around C h r i s t . W h i l s t he admits i t was 

merely a p a r t of a wider i n t e r n a t i o n a l community, N e i l l s t i l l 

p e rceived t h a t a t the h e a r t of t h i s venture was the f i g u r e of 
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C h r i s t . Thus, i t i s not e n t i r e l y s u r p r i s i n g t h a t Anglicanism 

begins w i t h a r e f e r e n c e to the "preaching" of the "Gospel of 

J e s u s C h r i s t " and c l o s e s w i t h a d e f i n i t i o n of the Church as 

"the body" of God's "son". [105] T h i s book may l a c k the ex­

p l i c i t defence of C h r i s t o l o g i c a l b e l i e f found i n other apolo­

g e t i c works, n e v e r t h e l e s s , t h i s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c b r a c k e t i n g 

f u r t h e r p o i n t s to the f a c t t h a t N e i l l sees God a t work behind 

the dynamic development of the Anglican movement. 

Th i s lengthy chapter has attempted t o demonstrate how h i s 

t h r e e r o l e s i n Geneva as ecumenist, w r i t e r and a p o l o g i s t a r e 

u n i f i e d by a c e n t r a l C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c theme. I n order to pro­

mote and f u l l y develop t h i s c e n t r a l b e l i e f he employed a 

number of techniques w i t h v a r y i n g degrees of success i n numer­

ous d i f f e r e n t c o n t e x t s . W h i l s t , the c e n t r a l focus of h i s f a i t h 

does not seem to have r a d i c a l l y a l t e r e d through l e a v i n g I n d i a , 

t h i s p a i n f u l departure and subsequent depression d i d heighten 

the sharpness of t h i s message. 

I n other words he found some comfort through continuing to 

work and t o s e r v e the world-wide church. Moreover, i n the 

l i g h t of the s e r i o u s n e s s of h i s c o n d i t i o n alongside h i s 

p r o l i f i c work-load i t i s not u n f a i r to suggest t h a t t h i s 

s u f f e r i n g had a f a r from s o l e l y negative impact upon him. L i k e 

J . B . P h i l l i p s or L.P.Hartley i t was both from and through the 

point of g r e a t e s t weakness he was able to reach to new h e i g h t s . 

The f o l l o w i n g chapter w i l l t u r n from N e i l l ' s darkness t o new 

glimpses of l i g h t . 
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Chapter 1% F a r From Quiet on the Hamburg Front (1962-68) 

I n Cambridge I had l i v e d i n c o l l e g e rooms. 

I n I n d i a I had had a s u c c e s s i o n of furn i s h e d 

m i s s i o n bungalows. I n Geneva never knowing 

how long I should be s t a y i n g t h e r e , I had 

made do wi t h a number of fu r n i s h e d f l a t s . 

I n Hamburg I had four bare w a l l s , a f l o o r 

and a c e i l i n g . [ 1 ] 

f l a t , which he d e s c r i b e d as the " f i r s t r e a l home" he had ever 

had. He a l s o gained an im p r e s s i v e t i t l e . He was "Professor of 

Missions and Ecumenical Theology" a t the U n i v e r s i t y of Hamburg 

f o r n e a r l y s i x y e a r s . T h i s was a post he had been i n v i t e d to 

f i l l w h i l s t a t Geneva. 

The U n i v e r s i t y a u t h o r i t i e s had c l e a r l y valued h i s c o n t r i ­

bution i n 1956-7 when he had a l s o spent a year i n Hamburg as 

v i s i t i n g P r o f e s s o r of Mi s s i o n s . Thus a t the age of 62 W e i l l 

came i n t o h i s f i r s t f u l l - t i m e p r o f e s s o r s h i p . His predecessor 

was the impre s s i v e m i s s i o l o g i s t Walter Freytag. I t was a 

" p r e s t i g i o u s " c h a i r which W e i l l , who was f l u e n t i n German, was 

w e l l - s u i t e d to f i l l . 

As t h i s s h o r t period i n Hamburg was one of h i s most pro­

ductive i n terms of w r i t i n g , t h i s Chapter w i l l focus p r i m a r i l y 

upon h i s p u b l i c a t i o n s . W h i l s t there he produced f i v e s i g n i f i -

A f t e r s e v e r a l months i n f u r n i s h e d lodgings N e i i l h i s own 
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cant books of h i s own, and e d i t e d two f u r t h e r t e x t s . Any 

assessment of the q u a l i t y of t h i s s e r i e s of p u b l i c a t i o n s should 

take i n t o account the f a c t he was e l e c t e d w i t h i n seven ye a r s to 

the B r i t i s h Academy. Perhaps p a r t of the reason f o r t h i s 

impressive p r o d u c t i v i t y was t h a t f o r the f i r s t time s i n c e 

Cambridge he had continuous a c c e s s to an ext e n s i v e U n i v e r s i t y 

l i b r a r y . 

N e i l l was, t h e r e f o r e , w e l l equipped to t a c k l e a v a r i e t y of 

strands of theology i n co n s i d e r a b l e depth. Some s c h o l a r s , 

however, narrow the content of W e i l l ' s work a t t h i s time and 

suggest he was p r i m a r i l y concerned w i t h communicating a new 

theme. 

Owen Chadwick, f o r example, argues with t y p i c a l persua­

s i v e n e s s t h a t N e i l l had found a new s u b j e c t to study and 

concentrate on a t t h i s times 

Europe was f a l l i n g , the world of c o l o n i a l i s t s was 

over. The expansion of C h r i s t i a n i t y i n t o L a t i n 

America, I n d i a , A f r i c a , or China had often been 

seen as a f a c e t of c o l o n i a l power. What were the 

consequences f o r C h r i s t i a n i t y i n the T h i r d World 

of the d e c l i n e of Europe? To t h i s problem and the 

r e l a t e d problem of the p a s t , to what extent 

C h r i s t i a n m i s s i o n s depended on p o l i t i c a l power 

from the West, he devoted most of the r e s t of h i s 

l i f e . [ 2 ] 

But do these a s s e r t i o n s do f u l l j u s t i c e to the v a r i e t y of 

themes which N e i l l t a c k l e d w h i l s t i n Hamburg? Were h i s r e f l e c -
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t i o n s based on wider s u b j e c t s than the d e c l i n e of c o l o n i a l i s m 

and the i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r m i s s i o n work? Did the questions he 

asked r e l a t e t o more than merely the dependence of C h r i s t i a n 

missions "on p o l i t i c a l power from the West"? Were t h e r e a 

number of other "problems" which W e i l l was e q u a l l y , i f not 

more, devoted t o 5 than the consequences of European d e c l i n e 

f o r t h i r d world C h r i s t i a n i t y . I n short , was N e i l l more com­

prehensive i n h i s approach to h i s t o r y than Owen Chadwick 

suggests? 

The aim of t h i s chapter i s p a r t l y to demonstrate N e i l l was 

s t r u g g l i n g w i t h a much wider s e t of problems than Chadwick 

i d e n t i f i e s . T h i s can be immediately seen by the number of 

d i f f e r e n t g u i s e s he took on w h i l s t a t Hamburg. They i n c l u d e d 

N e i l l as a (a) H i s t o r i a n , (b) New Testament Scholar, ( c ) 

Ecumenist. T h i s chapter w i l l examine, through h i s w r i t i n g s , 

each of the s e d i f f e r e n t r o l e s i n t u r n . 

He was c l e a r l y a master of more than one d i s c i p l i n e , a 

student of more than one theme and a teacher of more than one 

s u b j e c t . Given such d i v e r s i t y , i s i t p o s s i b l e to d i s c e r n a 

" s i n g l e thread" running through h i s work as an h i s t o r i a n , New 

Testament s c h o l a r and ecumenist? 

I n order both to answer t h i s foundational question and 

attempt to e x p l a i n why he took on these three r o l e s i t i s 

necessary to c a r e f u l l y study the three major works he produced 

while i n Hamburg. They were A H i s t o r y of C h r i s t i a n M i s s i o n s , 

New Testament I n t e r p r e t a t i o n (1861-1961) and The Church and 

C h r i s t i a n Union. His other l e s s s i g n i f i c a n t works w i l l a l s o 
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be r e f e r r e d to* 

V arious questions w i l l be posed of each of these major 

t e x t s i n order to demonstrate f u r t h e r the weakness of Chad-

wick's c a s e . I t w i l l not only be asked, what are the primary 

themes t h a t N e i l l i s attempting to h i g h l i g h t , but a l s o , how and 

why he e x p r e s s e s them. The wider i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r an explana-

t i o n of N e i l l ' s l i f e and work w i l l a l s o be studied. I n e v i t a b l y 

these q uestions are i n t e r - r e l a t e d , as content o f t e n determines 

methodology, which may i n t u r n h i n t a t an e x p l a n a t i o n of 

N e i l l ' s work a t t h i s time. 

T h i s chapter w i l l , t h e r e f o r e , u l t i m a t e l y attempt to a s s e s s 

whether N e i l l wished to communicate on a s o l e l y academic l e v e l 

as a p r o f e s s o r of M i s s i o l o g y and Ecumenism who had a p a s s i o n 

f o r h i s t o r y , or whether t h e r e were other motives f o r h i s pro­

l i f i c e x p r e s s i o n i n Hamburg? 

I s Owen Chadwick c o r r e c t , f o r example, when he argues t h a t 

N e i l l had a "non-academic motive - to e x p l a i n the world-wide 

Church to i t s e l f and get i t to see the t r u t h or the t r u t h s 

about i t s e l f " ! [ 3 ] Or i s t h i s too narrow an e x p l a n a t i o n f o r 

t h i s p e r s u a s i v e s c h o l a r who had such pronounced C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c 

foundations? I s one, t h e r e f o r e , faced u l t i m a t e l y by a man who 

was f a r more than simply an educator? 

a) H i s t o r i a n and M i s s i o l o q i s t 

Once again both Newbigin's comment th a t N e i l l was " p r i ­

m a r i l y a H i s t o r i a n " [ 4 ] and Chadwick's b e l i e f t h a t he "loved 

h i s t o r y more than theology proper"[5] a r e f u r t h e r born out by 

the weight of h i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l he produced a t t h i s time. 
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From h i s e d i t i n g of The Layman i n C h r i s t i a n H i s t o r y (1963) 

v i a h i s P e l i c a n H i s t o r y of Missions (1964) to h i s work on 

C o l o n i a l i s m and C h r i s t i a n Missions (1966) i t i s c l e a r t h a t here 

i s a h i s t o r i a n hard a t work. L i k e w i s e , l e c t u r e s on s u b j e c t s 

such as "Rome and the Ecumenical Movement"[6] or a r t i c l e s such 

as "Theology 1939-64"[7] r e f l e c t how W e i l l approached a v a r i e t y 

of t o p i c s through a h i s t o r i c a l door. S e c t i o n (b) and ( c ) w i l l 

a l s o demonstrate t h a t both the content and methodology of h i s 

other books were o f t e n h e a v i l y i n f l u e n c e d by h i s work as a 

h i s t o r i a n . 

Arguably h i s most s i g n i f i c a n t work a t t h i s time was the 

P e l i c a n H i s t o r y of Missions (1964), p a r t of which was quoted a t 

h i s memorial s e r v i c e . [ 8 ] T h i s i s a wide-ranging and comprehen­

s i v e d e s c r i p t i o n of the expansion of C h r i s t i a n i t y , from i t s 

humble Middle E a s t e r n o r i g i n s t o a worldwide r e l i g i o n . I t 

reads l i k e the product of many y e a r s of r e s e a r c h i n more than 

one language. The B i b l i o g r a p h y may be s e l e c t , but i t s twenty 

pages p o i n t s to a l i f e - t i m e of continuous reading. 

A more c a r e f u l r e a d i n g of the complete four hundred and 

seventy e i g h t pages suggests t h a t Chadwick i s probably c o r r e c t 

when he argues t h a t i t could have been w r i t t e n "by no one e l s e 

of h i s ge n e r a t i o n " . [ 9 ] A number of major themes r e c u r through­

out t h i s book. They i n c l u d e the expansion of the Church, the 

importance of evangelism, the s i g n i f i c a n c e of i n d i v i d u a l s , and 

a d i s t i n c t i v e view of h i s t o r y . As he t a c k l e s each of these 

t o p i c s N e i l l seeks both i m p l i c i t l y and e x p l i c i t l y to persuade 

h i s readers to new understandings and new a c t i o n s . His t o o l 
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can be summed up i n two words? p e r s u a s i v e h i s t o r y . 

Theme I s The Expansion of the Church 

For i n s t a n c e , he i d e n t i f i e s a v a r i e t y of reasons f o r the 

ex t r a o r d i n a r y development of the e a r l y Church. They i n c l u d e d 

points such as t h a t the f i r s t C h r i s t i a n s d i s p l a y e d an i n f e c ­

t i o u s burning c o n v i c t i o n which was i n s p i r e d by the nature of 

t h e i r message. T h i s l e d to a p u r i t y of l i f e s t y l e and c h a r i t a ­

b l e s e r v i c e which was magnetic to o u t s i d e r s d i s s a t i s f i e d by 

t h e i r own s i t u a t i o n . Combined with these f a c t o r s was the im­

p r e s s i v e way i n which they faced p e r s e c u t i o n . 

I n many ways t h i s p o r t r a y a l a c t s not only as c a r e f u l 

h i s t o r i c a l r e f l e c t i o n , but a l s o l i k e a s p o t l i g h t on the Church 

today, h i g h l i g h t i n g i t s inadequacies by g r a p h i c a l l y d e s c r i b i n g 

the p o s i t i v e elements w i t h i n the e a r l y Church. T h i s i s but one 

of many hidden r h e t o r i c a l d e v i c e s w i t h i n t h i s t e x t . 

I n order to d i s c e r n the themes p e c u l i a r to N e i l l i t i s 

i n t e r e s t i n g to compare the reasons he s e l e c t s f o r e a r l y Church 

expansion with the causes i d e n t i f i e d by other church h i s t o r i a n s 

such as Henry Chadwick or W.Frend. Li k e w i s e , a s i m i l a r com­

pari s o n may be made f o c u s s i n g on the way i n which he c h r o n i c l e s 

these events. 

Henry Chadwick, f o r example, puts more emphasis upon the 

mixed motives of the f i r s t C h r i s t i a n s , the Church s t r u c t u r e s , 

the c o n s e r v a t i v e a t t i t u d e towards the S t a t e and the economic 

environment w i t h i n which they l i v e d . [ 1 0 ] These f a c t o r s N e i l l 

does not e n t i r e l y ignore, but he does give more a t t e n t i o n to 

the i n d i v i d u a l , such as King Agbar or S t . P a t r i c k . [ 1 1 ] 
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Both the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the r o l e of the i n d i v i d u a l and 

N e i l l ' s reason f o r r e c o r d i n g the expansion of the Church w i l l 

be explored more f u l l y l a t e r . At t h i s stage i t i s worth under­

l i n i n g the o v e r a l l s i m i l a r i t y of h i s t o r i c a l s t y l e , as both 

h i s t o r i a n s a r e attempting to make c l e a r the causes which l e d to 

the growth of the Church. T h e i r methodology may be s i m i l a r , 

but the v a r i o u s emphases a r e d i f f e r e n t . One reason f o r t h i s 

may be found i n a second key theme. 

Theme 2 s Evangelism 

Henry Chadwick, l i k e N e i l l was no Marxist h i s t o r i a n , but 

h i s account does read l i k e a l e s s euphoric d e s c r i p t i o n of the 

e a r l y Church. He l a c k s the emphasis upon the inward m o t i v a t i o n 

which N e i l l a l s o d e s c r i b e s w i t h such apparent empathy. T h i s 

d i f f e r e n c e perhaps h i n t s a t the c o n t r a s t i n g c o n v i c t i o n s of both 

h i s t o r i a n s . Thus N e i l l w r i t e s t h a t p a r t of the reason f o r 

"the Conquest of the Roman World" by the Church was the "burn­

ing c o n v i c t i o n " t h a t " i n the face of every o b s t a c l e men can be 

won and must be won f o r C h r i s t , which was the mainspring of the 

whole e x e r c i s e . " [ 1 2 ] 

He does not e x p l i c i t l y d e f i n e what he means by the comment 

th a t "people must be won f o r C h r i s t " . The context does, 

however, provide some c l u e s . He makes h i s c o n c l u s i o n having 

c i t e d Eusebius's d e s c r i p t i o n of e a r l y second century m i s s i o n ­

a r i e s who s o l d e v e r y t h i n g i n order to "preach the word of f a i t h 

to those as y e t who had heard nothing of i t " , [ 1 3 ] and then 

appointed "pastors" to help these new converts grow i n the 
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f a i t h . 

I t would, t h e r e f o r e , be f a i r to i n t e r p r e t "won f o r 

C h r i s t " i n a wider sense than merely conversion. The i n f e r e n c e 

i s t h a t the r e s p o n s i b l e e v a n g e l i s t not only brings people to a 

d e c i s i o n , but a l s o ensures they a r e b u i l t up i n the f a i t h . I n 

t h i s s e c t i o n N e i l l , by h i g h l i g h t i n g e f f e c t i v e methods of 

f u l l y communicating the gospel about C h r i s t , i m p l i c i t l y encour­

ages h i s audience t o qu e s t i o n t h e i r own goals and methods of 

communication. 

T h i s approach stands i n sharp c o n t r a s t to W.Frend who 

argues i n The R i s e of C h r i s t i a n i t y t h a t "the c l a s s i c w r i t i n g s 

of the Sub A p o s t o l i c P e r i o d do not suggest c o l l e c t i v e e n t h u s i ­

asm as the hallmark of C h r i s t i a n i t y , " such w r i t i n g s a l s o "show 

small concern f o r m i s s i o n . " [ 1 4 ] 

Both Frend and Chadwick, u n l i k e N e i l l , make l i t t l e of the 

early. C h r i s t i a n s ' i n t e r n a l motivation o r preoccupation with 

mission. H i s emphasis upon these f a c t o r s s e t him a p a r t from 

other H i s t o r i a n s . So do statements such as "the Church of the 

f i r s t C h r i s t i a n g eneration was a genuinely m i s s i o n a r y 

Church."[15] 

Here, as throughout, h i s t o r y i s i m p l i c i t l y used as a 

challenge t o today's Church. T h i s kind of s t y l e i s f a r l e s s 

e a s i l y r e c o g n i s a b l e i n the work of Chadwick or Frend. I n order 

to support h i s v a r i o u s s u b t l e challenges to today's Church he 

c i t e s l a r g e numbers of i n d i v i d u a l C h r i s t i a n s throughout the 

t h i r t e e n chapters which make up p a r t 1 and 2 of A H i s t o r y of 

C h r i s t i a n Missions. 
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Theme 3 s The Importance of the I n d i v i d u a l 

The i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t W e i l l , when i n t e r p r e t i n g the 

growth of the Church, put more emphasis upon the work of the 

i n d i v i d u a l than the u n d e r l y i n g socio-economic trends w i t h i n 

s o c i e t y . Thus, statements such as "what i s c l e a r i s t h a t 

every C h r i s t i a n i s a w i t n e s s , " [ 1 6 ] could leave the reader w i t h 

the f e e l i n g of inadequacy or, more p o s i t i v e l y , with the b e l i e f 

t h a t the committed i n d i v i d u a l can have a p o s i t i v e impact upon 

the expansion of the Church. 

But he does not s o l e l y concentrate upon the o r d i n a r y 

i n d i v i d u a l Christian., He a l s o makes use of "the notable 

event and the outstanding c a r e e r as i l l u s t r a t i o n s " [ 17] of h i s 

o v e r r i d i n g themes the expansion of C h r i s t i a n i t y . T h i s h i s t o r i ­

c a l technique can be seen throughout the book. I n h i s t h i r d 

chapter on the Dark Ages, f o r example, he both h i g h l i g h t s the 

l i v e s of. i n d i v i d u a l s such as St.Columba and Boniface as w e l l as 

the e i g h t h century I c o n o c l a s t i c c o n t r o v e r s i e s i n the E a s t . 

T h i s comprehensive approach can be seen even more c l e a r l y 

i n the f o u r t h chapter on " E a r l y European Expansion, 1000-1500" 

which even i n c l u d e s r e f e r e n c e s to Danish, Norwegian, I c e l a n d i c 

and Swedish kings and the impact they had upon the expansion of 

C h r i s t i a n i t y . The o v e r a l l i m p l i c a t i o n here, and throughout A 

H i s t o r y of Missions, i s t h i s as a g l o b a l movement which 

p r i m a r i l y r e l i e s on the e f f o r t s of i n d i v i d u a l s . 

T h i s theme of the importance of the i n d i v i d u a l runs 

through many of h i s other books. For example, i n The Layman i n 

C h r i s t i a n H i s t o r y he sought to demonstrate "that i n every age 
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the i n g e n u i t y of the laymen have been e x e r c i s e d i n c o u n t l e s s 

ways i n the s e r v i c e of the Church." [18] T h i s t e x t appears t o 

be d e l i v e r i n g a "no" a g a i n s t c l e r i c a l i s m and too much emphasis 

upon h i e r a r c h i e s , by r e f o c u s s i n g the reader's a t t e n t i o n on the 

key r o l e the l a y person has played i n church h i s t o r y . 

I n h i s a r t i c l e on B r i t a i n 1600-1780, he c i t e s f i v e out­

standing f i g u r e s , i n c l u d i n g Mr S e c r e t a r y Milton (1608-74) 

author of P a r a d i s e L o s t , S i r Thomas Browne (1605-82), "most 

lo v a b l e and godly of p h y s i c i a n s " [ 1 9 ] , John Evelyn (1620-1706) 

"a C h r i s t i a n of y e t another type - learned without b r i l l i a n c e , 

pious without e x c e s s , thoughtful, d i g n i f i e d and courteous"[20] 

and "the sublime genius"[21] of I s a a c Newton. 

E x p l i c i t l y i n the P r e f a c e he claims " i t i s time t h a t some 

kin d of memorial was r a i s e d t o these forgotten s a i n t s " . [ 2 2 ] 

Outstanding i n d i v i d u a l s deserved to be rendered t h e i r due. The 

i m p l i c i t argument i s a l s o c l e a r " i f l a y people have worked f o r 

C h r i s t i n the p a s t , then the same must s u r e l y be t r u e f o r 

today." 

Or i n N e i l l ' s own words "the layman must be a l e r t , aware 

of h i s surroundings, and able to communicate with them as a 

C h r i s t i a n . " The method he recommends i s not i s o l a t i o n i s m or 

withdrawal, but r a t h e r l e a r n i n g to be " f i r e d by i m a ginative 

sympathy w i t h h i s world, wholly i d e n t i f i e d with i t s needs, 

though wholly independent of i t i n i t s mistaken d e s i r e s . " [ 2 3 ] 

The t h r u s t of the P r e f a c e s e t s the tone of t h i s book which 

c l e a r l y i s f a r more than an academic or h i s t o r i c a l r e c o r d of 

the p a r t l a y people have played i n the Church. 

177 



The t h e o l o g i c a l foundations and i m p l i c a t i o n s of t h i s theme 

are not r i g o r o u s l y worked out or e x p l i c i t l y expressed. Never­

t h e l e s s , i t i s c l e a r through h i s emphasis i n both A H i s t o r y of 

C h r i s t i a n Missions and The Layman i n C h r i s t i a n H i s t o r y t h a t 

N e i l l b e l i e v e d i n "the Whole people of God" working as s e r v a n t s 

i n a v a r i e t y of r o l e s i n d i f f e r e n t spheres.[24] 

T h i s i s but one of the foundations f o r h i s d i s t i n c t i v e 

view of H i s t o r y . 

Theme 4 s A D i s t i n c t i v e View of H i s t o r y 

Moreover, he i m p l i c i t l y points h i s readers to a d i s t i n c ­

t i v e understanding of h i s t o r y , i n i t i a l l y p erceived by the 

author of Luke. I n N e i l l ' s eyes "Luke" was the f i r s t person to 

see "that the new I s r a e l , l i k e the o l d , was d e s t i n e d to have 

i t s h i s t o r y , and recognised t h a t sacred h i s t o r y must be r e l a t e d 

to the h i s t o r y of the world."[25] To support t h i s a s s e r t i o n he 

c i t e s as a footnote the scene s e t t i n g p o l i t i c a l comment of Luke 

3 v l - 2 which f i r m l y f i x e s both the m i n i s t r y of John the Bap­

t i s t , and more s i g n i f i c a n t l y J e s u s , to a s p e c i f i c h i s t o r i c a l 

context. 

N e i l l f o l l o w s such a methodology i n h i s own book, f r e ­

quently c i t i n g the p o l i t i c a l context, i n order to make f u l l e r 

sense of the "sacred s t o r y " . [ 2 6 ] I t i s important, however, to 

emphasize t h a t N e i l l i s n e i t h e r attempting, l i k e the papal 

h i s t o r i a n Walter Ullman, to draw a sharp dichotomy between 

the two s t o r i e s , nor i s he t r y i n g to communicate a Lutheran 

view of the two Kingdoms. 
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I n Hamburg one can c l e a r l y see N e i l l s t r u g g l i n g w i t h the 

complex i s s u e of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between s e c u l a r and sa c r e d 

h i s t o r y . For example, i n h i s i n t r o d u c t i o n to The Layman i n 

C h r i s t i a n H i s t o r y he askss 

Have we drawn too sharp a d i s t i n c t i o n 

between Church and world? The two spheres 

a r e not the same; each has i t s independence, 

and methods of operation appropriate to t h a t 

purpose f o r which i t e x i s t s . Yet i s i t 

p o s s i b l e to make any r i g i d s e p a r a t i o n 

between them? I s i t not i n e v i t a b l e t h a t , 

where the Church e x i s t s a t a l l , i t s 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the world should be t h a t 

of i n t e r p e n e t r a t i o n r a t h e r than of mutual 

e x c l u s i o n , l e t alone complete h o s t i l i t y ? [ 2 7 ] 

These questions a r e explored i n both t h i s book and h i s H i s t o r y 

of C h r i s t i a n M i s s i o n s . I t i s c l e a r from both works t h a t he 

b e l i e v e s i t i s impos s i b l e "to make any r i g i d s e p a r a t i o n be­

tween" the two spheres. He does not, however, t o t a l l y r e j e c t a 

dichotomous view of h i s t o r y , which recognises a s e c u l a r and 

sacred element i n v o l v e d i n c r e a t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

His c h r o n i c l i n g of missionary h i s t o r y i s an attempt to 

analyse how the Church and world i n t e r p e n e t r a t e d each other. 

Thus, by choosing to w r i t e on "a F a i t h f o r the World" N e i l l a t ­

tempts to p o r t r a y how n e i t h e r s t o r y can be t o l d i n i s o l a t i o n of 

the other. 

Furthermore, N e i l l ' s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Luke's d i s t i n c t i v e 
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view of H i s t o r y a l s o i m p l i c i t l y sheds l i g h t on h i s own b e l i e f . 

For N e i l l , i t i s the d e l a y of the Parousia which l e d t o the 

p o r t r a y a l of the "sacred" s t o r y by Luke. T h i s new s i t u a t i o n , 

where h i s t o r y was no longer imminently about to end, made a 

new method of e x p r e s s i o n necessarys 

The l i f e of the Church i s to be not a f r e n ­

z i e d proclamation because the time i s sh o r t , 

but a steady programme of extension through­

out the world, y e t with an u n f a i l i n g sense 

of urgency because f o r each man any and 

every moment may prove to be the c r u c i a l 

time of d e c i s i o n . [ 2 8 ] 

I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t N e i l l should view Lukan eschatology i n 

t h i s manner. As can be seen from t h i s e x t r a c t N e i l l ' s i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n i s centr e d upon the need f o r an e x i s t e n t i a l d e c i s i o n 

based not on a u n i v e r s a l and imminent Pa r o u s i a , but r a t h e r upon 

the temporal nature of i n d i v i d u a l s . 

There i s a sense i n which N e i l l a l s o r e f l e c t s t h i s "urgen­

cy" through h i s own c h r o n i c l i n g and perception of h i s t o r y . He 

did not i n v o l v e himself i n or r a t h e r applaud a " f r e n z i e d proc­

lamation" but r a t h e r d e s c r i b e d with g r e a t accuracy the "steady 

programme of extension throughout the world." What l i e s behind 

t h i s h i s t o r i c a l movement? 

As has been shown N e i l l answers t h i s on one l e v e l t h a t 

emphasizes the underlying causes of t h i s growth. On another 

l e v e l he d e s c r i b e s the expansion of the Church as the "great 

m i r a c l e of h i s t o r y " . [ 2 9 ] Thus h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of h i s t o r y 
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appears t o balance a p r o g r e s s i v e view, which puts more emphasis 

upon causes w i t h i n h i s t o r y , w i t h a p r o v i d e n t i a l view, which 

u n d e r l i n e s the hand of God working both behind the scenes and 

i n the midst of the a c t i o n . 

He i s y t h e r e f o r e , a b l e t o conclude on the f i n a l page t h a t 

i n s p i t e of the "weakness of human endeavour" and the numerous 

f a l l a c i e s of the Church he i s a b l e to s t a t e o p t i m i s t i c a l l y ? 

"And y e t the Church i s t h e r e today, the Body of C h r i s t i n every 

land, the g r e a t m i r a c l e of h i s t o r y , i n which the l i v i n g God 

himself through h i s Holy S p i r i t i s pleased to d w e l l . " [ 3 0 ] H is 

u l t i m a t e e x p l a n a t i o n of the h i s t o r i c a l development of the 

Church i s t o be found i n h i s understanding of God and the way 

i n which he l o c a t e s Himself i n the Church. 

As "the l i v i n g God h i m s e l f " i s operating w i t h i n and t h e r e ­

fore through the Church, he i s a b l e t o communicate such an 

o p t i m i s t i c t e l e o l o g i c a l view of church h i s t o r y . His b e l i e f i n 

a God who i s i n v o l v e d i n the h i s t o r y of the Church le a d s him t o 

persuade others t o . a p o s i t i v e view which has c e r t a i n 

s i m i l a r i t i e s w i t h a Hegelian understanding and p o i n t s t o a 

t e l o s . 

Theme 5s P e r s u a s i v e H i s t o r y 

The four themes h i g h l i g h t e d each show N e i l l t o be an 

h i s t o r i a n who i s attempting t o persuade h i s re a d e r s . I n h i s 

a n a l y s i s of the expansion of the e a r l y Church (Theme 1 ) , f o r 

example, i t could be argued t h a t such s e l e c t i o n r e p r e s e n t s more 

than a p r o j e c t i o n of h i s own f e e l i n g s but r a t h e r an attempt to 
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encourage h i s readers a l s o to be f i l l e d w i th a s i m i l a r "burning 

c o n v i c t i o n " t o win people f o r C h r i s t . S u f f e r i n g and persec u ­

t i o n may fo l l o w , but the unstated assumption i s t h a t as the 

e a r l y C h r i s t i a n s s u f f e r e d much worse, then so too should the 

Church of today be prepared to follow i n t h e i r f o o t s t e p s . Here 

i s a s u b t l e r h e t o r i c a l use of h i s t o r y as a c a t a l y s t f o r mis­

s i o n . 

T h i s i s , however, no hagiographic or whitewashed account. 

Both forced baptisms on the point of a sword and the u l t i m a t e l y 

" d i s a s t r o u s " crusades a r e g r a p h i c a l l y d e s c r i b e d . The H i s t o r y 

of Missions i s f u l l of the " b l i n d s e l f i s h n e s s of the Churches 

..... the mistakes t h a t have been made, the t r e a c h e r i e s , the 

cata s t r o p h e s , the crimes by which the record i s s u l l i e d . " [ 3 1 ] 

He stands, f o r example, with Stephen Runciman's ha r s h 

d e s c r i p t i o n of the Crusading Movement as a "vast f i a s c o " . [ 3 2 ] 

N e i l l i s c l e a r l y not a p r e s u p p o s i t i o n l e s s c h r o n i c l e r of 

h i s t o r y , f o r a t times he even s l i p s i n t o hyperbole and even 

exaggeration t o make h i s case? but he i s a h i s t o r i a n of 

i n t e g r i t y who al l o w s the evidence to d i c t a t e the main t h r u s t of 

h i s account. For N e i l l , the v a r i o u s f a i l u r e s of the Church a r e 

not to be hidden away or gloss e d over, but a r e r a t h e r t o be 

l e a r n t from. Thus he attempts to t e l l the s t o r y "warts and 

a l l " . The i m p l i c a t i o n of t h i s i s t h a t the Church may grow, 

but i s i n i t s e l f i m p e r f e c t . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , the o v e r a l l impact of such an honest ap­

proach i s f a r from n e g a t i v e . He hoped to convey to the reader 

"a sense of movement, not always i n a s i n g l e d i r e c t i o n but 
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always e x c i t i n g and t o the C h r i s t i a n both c h a l l e n g i n g and 

e x c i t i n g , " [ 3 3 ] T h i s c h a r t i n g of success and f a i l u r e has a 

cumulative impact. 

T h i s mixed s t o r y of progression i s used as a r h e t o r i c a l 

t o o l , both to c h a l l e n g e the comfortable reader to a c t i o n and to 

encourage the disenchanted f o l l o w e r t o go on. Thus, by 

o u t l i n i n g the expansion of the Church i n the way t h a t he does, 

i t i s as i f N e i l l i s sa y i n g t h a t " C h r i s t i a n s have acted i n the 

pas t l i k e t h i s and the r e s u l t s have been.... t h e r e f o r e we 

should be e i t h e r warned by t h e i r f a i l u r e s or i n s p i r e d by 

t h e i r s u c c e s s e s . " I n t h i s sense t h i s book i s a l s o a p a s t o r a l 

r h e t o r i c a l d e v i c e , i n t h a t he i s encouraging others to p a r t i c i ­

pate i n the h i s t o r y of the Church. 

Even on a second or t h i r d reading the book le a v e s the 

reader w i t h a f e e l i n g of optimism. The Church has grown, 

d e s p i t e numerous set - b a c k s , the Church w i l l t h e r e f o r e continue 

to grow. I n the Conclusion, f o r example, he c i t e s the appar­

e n t l y l e s s than favourable conditions f o r growth i n the "unbro­

ken darkness of the t e n t h century i n Western Europe" and the 

"cool and r a t i o n a l e i g h t e e n t h century" but a t both times the 

Church experienced renewal and development.[34] The i m p l i c a ­

t i o n i s t h a t t h i s can a l s o happen today. 

The t w i s t i n the t a l e of t h i s s e c t i o n i s the point t h a t 

"such renewals do not come au t o m a t i c a l l y ; they come only as the 

f r u i t of d e l i b e r a t e penitence, s e l f - d e d i c a t i o n , and hope. And 

the s t a r t i n g point of a l l these i s r u t h l e s s r e a l i s m as to the 

s i t u a t i o n i n which the church f i n d s i t s e l f . " [ 3 5 ] Thus H i s t o r y 

183 



i s used not only to encourage but a l s o as a d i d a c t i c t o o l to 

challenge h i s readers to a r e a l i s t i c s e l f - a p p r a i s a l . 

So f a r i t has been demonstrated how W e i l l ' s o u t l i n i n g of 

the expansion of the Church, the importance of Evangelism, the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of the I n d i v i d u a l , and the development of H i s t o r y 

serve more than merely d e s c r i p t i v e f u n c t i o n s . There i s impres­

s i v e and s i g n i f i c a n t a n a l y s i s , but throughout each theme t h i s 

r i g o r o u s l y academic and informative approach towards m i s s i o n 

h i s t o r y i s used by N e i l l as a r h e t o r i c a l t o o l t o persuade h i s 

readers to r e a s s e s s t h e i r own methods of and a t t i t u d e s towards 

mission. 

I t i s not, however, r h e t o r i c f o r r h e t o r i c ' s sake. The 

reason f o r w r i t i n g such p e r s u a s i v e H i s t o r y f i n d s i t s f i n a l 

e x p lanation a t the h e a r t of W e i l l ' s message. I n the f a c e of 

A f r i c a n s y n c r e t i s m he w r i t e s s 

I n every form of C h r i s t i a n i t y J e s u s of Naza­

r e t h i s the c e n t r a l f i g u r e . Any form of 

r e l i g i o n i n which he has been extruded from 

t h a t c e n t r a l p l a c e i s no longer C h r i s t i a n i t y 

but something e l s e . [ 3 6 ] 

Jesus was not simply the " c e n t r a l f i g u r e " who s e t the parame­

t e r s f o r N e i l l ' s understanding of C h r i s t i a n i t y , but a l s o the 

person who conditioned h i s understanding of h i s t o r y . 

E a r l i e r , he s p e c i f i c a l l y argues t h a t "the death of J e s u s , 

and the r e s u r r e c t i o n which followed i t , determined the whole 

future d e s t i n y of the people of God. "[37] Thus Jesus i s por­

trayed as both the c e n t r a l point of C h r i s t i a n i t y and a l s o a 
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fundamentally new s t a r t i n g point i n the h i s t o r y of "the people 

of God". 

N e i l l i s u l t i m a t e l y , t h e r e f o r e , working as a C h r i s t o - c e n -

t r i c h i s t o r i a n . He i s attempting, f i r s t , to persuade h i s read­

e r s a l s o to acknowledge such a d i s t i n c t i v e C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c 

understanding of h i s t o r y . Secondly, he aims to encourage them 

to become p a r t i c i p a n t s w i t h i n the s t o r y by, t h i r d l y , both 

l i v i n g and e x p r e s s i n g i t themselves. 

I n order t o understand f u r t h e r how and why he sought to 

pass on t h i s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c view of h i s t o r y i t i s n e c e s s a r y 

to t u r n t o h i s work as a New Testament Scholar and Theologian. 

b) New Testament S c h o l a r 

I n the The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the New Testament 1861-1961 

he once again demonstrates h i s a b i l i t y a t understanding, summa­

r i s i n g and e x p r e s s i n g complicated t h e o r i e s i n a simple and 

e a s i l y a c c e s s i b l e manner. I n the Preface he s e t s out both h i s 

goals and methods f o r t h i s works 

I have t r i e d to provide a n a r r a t i v e t h a t can 

be read without too much t r o u b l e by the non-

theologian who i s anxious to know and i s 

prepared to devote some time and thought to 

the s u b j e c t . . . . . . I have t r i e d to f e e l the 

movement of thought over a century, to con­

c e n t r a t e on a s m a l l number of w r i t e r s r a t h e r 

than e x p a t i a t e over many, and a t the r i s k of 

o v e r - s i m p l i f i c a t i o n to draw a t t e n t i o n to 

what seems to me to be of permanent s i g n i f x&&<&. ' { j f i | 
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Once again he uses h i s t o r y as a point of access to a h i g h l y 

complex f i e l d . Once again c e r t a i n key themes echo through h i s 

work. Once aga i n he i n t r o d u c e s the reader to a wide range of 

t h e o l o g i c a l g i a n t s , such as David F r i e d r i c h S t r a u s s (1808-74), 

K a r l B a r t h (1886-1968) and Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976). [39] 

One i s l e f t w i t h the f e e l i n g t h a t N e i l l not only knew them a l l , 

but a l s o was t h e i r g r e a t - u n c l e . He c l e a r l y enjoys the s e l f -

appointed r o l e of commentator, i n t e r p r e t e r and c r i t i c . 

The breadth of h i s reading i s staggering, e s p e c i a l l y as 

many of the books he c i t e s were not y e t t r a n s l a t e d i n t o Eng­

l i s h . [40] He brings order over h i s own range of knowledge by 

using a h i g h l y s t r u c t u r e d approach to t h i s v a s t s u b j e c t . 

F i r s t , he i d e n t i f i e s a major theme or trend w i t h i n New 

Testament study, such as "The New Testament and H i s t o r y " . Sec­

ondly, he h i g h l i g h t s the c e n t r a l f i g u r e s w i t h i n such a move­

ment. Then, t h i r d l y , he h i g h l i g h t s and summarises the key 

elements e i t h e r w i t h i n t h e i r work or the appropriate movement. 

F i n a l l y , he o f f e r s a c r i t i q u e of t h e i r methodology and subse­

quent c o n c l u s i o n s . 

I t i s t h i s f i n a l d e v i c e which s e t s t h i s book a p a r t from 

more comprehensive works such as The New Testaments The H i s t o r y 

of the I n v e s t i g a t i o n of i t s Problems. The author, Werner. G. 

Kummel, o f f e r s l e s s e x p l i c i t c r i t i c i s m and puts f a r more empha­

s i s upon a l l o w i n g the s c h o l a r s to speak f o r themselves. The 

r e s u l t i s an a c c u r a t e but somewhat dry account of New Testament 

S c h o l a r s h i p . 
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By c o n t r a s t , W e i l l l e a d s h i s readers through an e x h i l a r a t ­

ing, i f s e l e c t i v e , e x p l o r a t i o n of the " s t a t e of the a r t " . 

There i s a d e f i n i t e sense of movement i n Mew Testament I n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n . 1861-1961o He introduces h i s readers i n an o r i g i n a l 

way to s p e c i f i c p e r s o n a l i t i e s as w e l l as more general themes. 

Topic One % Bultmann 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g , f o r example, to examine h i s handling of 

Rudolf Bultmann, e s p e c i a l l y as he admits i n h i s Autobiography 

a t t h i s time t h a t "Bultmann would become one of my major 

preoccupations f o r many y e a r s . "[41] The reason f o r t h i s w i l l 

become c l e a r e r as i t i s shown how he attempts not simply to 

d e s c r i b e Bultmann's thought, but he a l s o t r i e s to e x p l a i n and 

then even a s s e s s i t . 

Thus, W e i l l h i g h l i g h t s both Bultmann's p a s t o r a l concern, 

expressed most c l e a r l y i n h i s l u c i d preaching [ 4 2 ] , and h i s 

drawing on Heidegger's philosophy, r e f l e c t e d i n h i s emphasis 

upon the n e c e s s i t y of making an e x i s t e n t i a l d e c i s i o n now [ 4 3 ] , 

not o n l y t o help the reader understand more f u l l y Bultmann's 

methodology, but a l s o t o i l l u s t r a t e the p o s i t i v e c o n t r i b u t i o n s 

he had made to New Testament i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . N e i l l p a r t i c u ­

l a r l y approves of Bultmann's emphasis upon remembering "the 

message of the Gospel i s always - 'Kerygma' - i t i s always con­

temporary, and i t i s always a c h a l l e n g e . " [ 4 4 ] 

These emphasises of p a s t o r a l concern, e f f e c t i v e contempo­

r a r y preaching and immediate d e c i s i o n a l s o r e f l e c t a number of 

N e i l l ' s own p r i o r i t i e s . Perhaps i t i s not only Bultmann's 

i n t e r n a t i o n a l r e p u t a t i o n and i n f l u e n t i a l works which a t t r a c t e d 
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N e i l l , but a l s o these p a r a l l e l i n t e r e s t s which p a r t i a l l y ex­

p l a i n h i s own f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h Bultmann. Both theologians 

were a l s o concerned w i t h a s i m i l a r fundamental i s s u e . 

N e i l l b e l i e v e d t h a t a t the h e a r t of Bultmann's endeavour 

l a y the questions "How can the New Testament be preached to 

modern man?"[45] He extends t h i s question i n an a r t i c l e on 

"Theology 1939-1964" to "How can the New Testament be preached 

to modern man t o whom our t h e o l o g i c a l concepts a r e unknown and 

our a n c i e n t myths meaningless?"[46] T h i s primary concern, with 

communicating the message of a composite f i r s t century document 

to a t w e n t i e t h century audience, was a l s o N e i l l ' s . I t may 

f u r t h e r e x p l a i n why N e i l l was so f a s c i n a t e d by Bultmann. 

As w i t h almost every New Testament Scholar c i t e d i n the 

book, p r a i s e and f a s c i n a t i o n i s q u a l i f i e d by rigorous c r i t i q u e . 

He i s c l e a r l y unhappy w i t h Bultmann's use of the word "myth", 

h i s d i s t i n c t i o n between " h i s t o r i s c h " and " g e s c h i c h t l i c h " , and 

h i s extreme h i s t o r i c a l s c e p t i c i s m . N e i l l was a t t r a c t e d to 

Bultmann not simply because he i d e n t i f i e d w ith h i s motives or 

p r o j e c t e d h i s own motives on t o N e i l l , but a l s o because he 

r a d i c a l l y disagreed with many of h i s methods and c o n c l u s i o n s . 

Topic Twos The S i g n i f i c a n c e of H i s t o r y 

Once again i t i s N e i l l ' s p a s sionate b e l i e f i n the 

h i s t o r i c a l b a s i s of the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h which s e t s him a p a r t 

from Bultmann and the school he r e p r e s e n t s s 

I s t i l l t h i n k t h a t i t i s p o s s i b l e to g r a v e l y 

underestimate the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the 

h i s t o r i c a l i n C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . 
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Theologically,, h i s t o r y i s important. I f we 

b e l i e v e t h a t i n Jes u s C h r i s t God d i d f i n a l l y 

and d e f i n i t i v e l y i n t e r v e n e i n the world of 

men, we a r e committed " to the view t h a t 

h i s t o r y i s t h e chosen sphere of h i s working, 

and t h a t t h e r e f o r e h i s t o r y , a l l h i s t o r y , 

i n c l u d i n g t h e h i s t o r y of you and me today, 

i s r e l a t e d t o the process of r e v e l a t i o n . [ 4 7 ] 

He, t h e r e f o r e , d i s t a n c e s himself from those who argue t h a t 

f a i t h need not r e l y on h i s t o r i c a l f a c t s . On the b a s i s of h i s 

f i r m l y h e l d b e l i e f t h a t God " d e f i n i t i v e l y " broke i n t o h i s t o r y 

a t one moment through J e s u s of Nazareth, he i s able to go on 

and argue t h a t God i s in v o l v e d i n the e n t i r e h i s t o r i c a l proc­

e s s , whether i t be on the macro o r micro s c a l e . 

I t a s i f God has c u t i n t o h i s t o r y a t one v e r t i c a l p o i n t , 

and i s a b l e to spread out h o r i z o n t a l l y because of the r e v e l a ­

t i o n through J e s u s . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to n o t i c e how h i s argu­

ment t u r n s around the b e l i e f h e l d by Manson t h a t "the quest of 

the h i s t o r i c a l Jesus i s s t i l l a grea t and hopeful e n t e r ­

p r i s e " [ 4 8 ] , as i t f u r t h e r h i g h l i g h t s the c o n t r a s t between 

N e i l l ' s and Bultmann's approach. 

W h i l s t N e i l l admits t h e r e i s s t i l l much f u r t h e r to t r a v e l 

down t h i s road, he u l t i m a t e l y points h i s audience t o "one 

s i n g l e h i s t o r i c a l f i g u r e . " [ 4 9 ] I t i s t h i s f i g u r e who was the 

h i s t o r i c a l c a t a l y s t f o r both the e a r l y C h r i s t i a n communities 

and i t s f i r s t w r i t e r s . I n a l a t e r chapter N e i l l goes on to 

argue t h a t i t i s the "towering o r i g i n a l i t y and s p i r i t u a l f o r c e 
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of Jesus of Nazareth"[50] which i s the u n i f y i n g f o r c e of the 

many strands of the New Testament. 

I n both c a s e s N e i l l i s encouraging h i s readers to a r e a l ­

i s t i c , q u e s t i o n i n g but unashamedly C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c reading of 

not only the New Testament but a l s o h i s t o r y i t s e l f , the 

v a l i d i t y of which i s confirmed f i r s t by h i s t o r i c a l i n v e s t i g a ­

t i o n and then i n p e r s o n a l encounter. By studying the way i n 

which he seeks t o persuade h i s readers i n The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of 

the New Testament 1861-1961 the seeds of a "theology of h i s t o ­

ry" can be uncovered., 

For N e i l l t h i s i s a f i e l d of study which demands f u r t h e r 

works 

C h r i s t i a n i t y i s a h i s t o r i c a l r e l i g i o n i n 

every sense i n which t h i s e x p r e s s i o n can be 

i n t e r p r e t e d . But t h e r e i s no s u b j e c t on 

which the theologians a r e l e s s agreed than 

"the meaning of h i s t o r y " . . . . . Ought we not 

now t o be a s k i n g the question as to the 

theology of h i s t o r y ? . . . A t r u e t h e o l o g i c a l 

understanding of h i s t o r y would not of i t s e l f 

s o l v e any New Testament problems, but i t 

would, so t o speak, hold the r i n g w i t h i n 

which a s o l u t i o n can be found.[51] 

Such r e d e f i n i t i o n would i n N e i l l ' s eyes f a c i l i t a t e "notable 

progress i n t h a t h i s t o r i c a l r e c o n s t r u c t i o n of the s t o r y of 

Jesus, which .... has h a r d l y y e t begun."[52] T h i s C h r i s t o -

c e n t r i c foundation and i n v e s t i g a t i o n , i s the u l t i m a t e s t a r t i n g 
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point f o r W e i l l ' s theology of h i s t o r y . I t p a r t i a l l y e x p l a i n s 

why he was so i n v o l v e d i n the study and expression of t h i s 

aspect of New Testament I n t e r p r e t a t i o n . But N e i l l was f a r more 

than an academic keeping a b r e a s t of the developments w i t h i n a 

f i e l d which i n t e r e s t e d him. 

Topic Threes The Challenge of H i s t o r y 

For i n s t a n c e , he concludes h i s h i g h l y p o s i t i v e account of 

the work of L i g h t f o o t , Westcott, and Hort (The " T r i n i t y T r i o " ) 

with an o u t l i n i n g of the "gravest f a i l u r e " of the Cambridge 

School of which they were a parts "the n e g l e c t of the problems 

of the Synoptic Gospels and the l i f e of C h r i s t . " [ 5 3 ] 

The reason he c i t e s f o r t h i s being such an e r r o r i s be­

cause i t evades "the c e n t r a l question which cannot be evaded, 

and which f a i t h attempts to evade only a t great p e r i l to i t ­

s e l f . . . "What t h i n k ye of C h r i s t ? Whose Son i s he? "[54] T h i s 

question r e c u r s through many of h i s works and i s i m p l i c i t 

throughout t h i s survey. 

T h i s book, which o r i g i n a t e d i n November 1962 as the F i r t h 

L e c t u r e s i n Nottingham, reads, t h e r e f o r e , not simply as the 

work of a New Testament S c h o l a r , but a l s o as the product of a 

l e c t u r e r who o f t e n s l i p p e d s u b t l y i n t o using the l e c t e r n as a 

p u l p i t . The reason f o r such an approach i s made most e x p l i c i t 

on the l a s t two pages of t h i s book of three hundred and f o r t y 

e i g h t pages. Here N e i l l emphasizes the importance of the 

"proclamation" of the "Evangelion, the Good News". 

He continues by p r o v o c a t i v e l y arguing t h a t "when the New 

Testament s c h o l a r has done h i s utmost i n h i s sphere, h i s work 
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remains l i f e l e s s , u n t i l i t i s transformed i n t o the l i v i n g v o i c e 

of proclamation."[55] He e x p l i c i t l y argues there must be a 

l i n k between study and p u l p i t . One of the things which p a r t i c ­

u l a r l y a t t r a c t e d him to the theology f a c u l t y i n Hamburg was 

t h a t a l l h i s "colleagues were pastors and preachers" as w e l l as 

academics.[56] N e i l l c l e a r l y had l i t t l e time f o r armchair 

h i s t o r i a n s or th e o l o g i a n s . 

T h i s work r e f l e c t s t h a t b e l i e f and i s summed up i n the 

d i r e c t f i n a l t h r e e words of the books "Follow thou me".[57] 

What has been bubbling beneath the s u r f a c e through the e n t i r e 

survey has a t l a s t b u r s t f o r t h and r e v e a l e d the e v a n g e l i s t a t 

work. 

I n the c o n c l u s i o n one i s swept forwards to t h i s c h a l l e n g e 

v i a a h i g h l y p o s i t i v e summary of the progress which New T e s t a ­

ment study has made. There i s a c e r t a i n sense of forward 

movement which i s a l s o t o be found i n h i s c h r o n i c l i n g of the 

expansion of the C h r i s t i a n Church i n A H i s t o r y of C h r i s t i a n 

M issions. 

The reason f o r t h i s c h a l l e n g e , which i s heightened by t h i s 

cumulative d e s c r i p t i v e technique, i s found i n W e i l l ' s high 

C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c b e l i e f s . These u l t i m a t e l y e x p l a i n why he 

communicates h i s d i s t i n c t i v e understanding of the ch a l l e n g e 

and forward movement of h i s t o r y . 

Topic Fours The Shape of H i s t o r y 

T h i s i s seen most c l e a r l y towards the end of h i s a r t i c l e 

on "Theology 1939-64". Here he argues t h a t we have l e a r n t , 

with the help of T e i l h a r d de Chardin's Phenomenon of Man, to 
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see the whole course of the h i s t o r y of the Universe as an 

upward s t r i v i n g " . At c e r t a i n key moments such as the appear­

ance of l i f e o r the r e s u r r e c t i o n of Jesus C h r i s t the "hidden 

and p o t e n t i a l becomes a c t u a l " . I t i s i n the l i g h t of t h i s he 

i s able to argue, a g a i n s t Bultmann, t h a t "we l i v e i n a Uni­

v e r s e which through the r e s u r r e c t i o n of Jesus C h r i s t has become 

wholly new."[58] 

As N e i l l p e r c e i v e s t h i s w i l l be the major t h e o l o g i c a l 

question of the next t h i r t y y e a r s , he goes on to argue t h a t i t 

i s "time t h a t we l e a r n to t h i n k h i s t o r i c a l l y ? the h i s t o r i a n , 

u n l i k e most p h i l o s o p h e r s , i s prepared to b e l i e v e i n the excep­

t i o n a l ? he i s much l e s s c e r t a i n of the l i n e t h a t i s to be drawn 

between the p o s s i b l e and the i m p o s s i b l e . " [ 5 9 ] I t would seem 

t h a t N e i l l ' s e n t i r e view of the u n i v e r s e and the shape of 

h i s t o r y was determined by the " e x c e p t i o n a l " h i s t o r i c a l event of 

the r e s u r r e c t i o n of J e s u s C h r i s t . 

I f t h a t was the case then i t i s not e n t i r e l y s u r p r i s i n g 

t h a t he was so deeply engaged i n the study and e x p r e s s i o n of 

the h i s t o r i c a l b a s i s of the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . I t i s i n the 

l i g h t of the r e s u r r e c t i o n t h a t N e i l l appears to hold on to a 

h i g h l y o p t i m i s t i c t e l e o l o g y of h i s t o r y . T h i s e x p l a i n s why he 

puts so much s i g n i f i c a n c e upon the challenge and shape of 

h i s t o r y . T h i s can be seen more c l e a r l y i n h i s work as an 

ecumenist i n Hamburg. 

c) Ecumenist 

The Church and C h r i s t i a n Union (1968) represents N e i l l ' s 
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most rigorous work on e c c l e s i o l o g y . N e i l l o r i g i n a l l y d e l i v e r e d 

t h i s work i n the shape of the Barapton l e c t u r e s i n 1968. I n 

many ways i t r e f l e c t s not simply h i s work i n Hamburg as p r o f e s ­

sor of Ecumenics, but a l s o h i s considered r e f l e c t i o n on f o r t y 

years of a c t i v e involvement w i t h i n the ecumenical movement. 

I t had begun p r o p e r l y i n 1924 when he was one of the 

youngest members of the Conference on P o l i t i c s , Economics, and 

C i t i z e n s h i p i n Birmingham. F o r t y y e a r s l a t e r as the Bampton 

l e c t u r e r i n Oxford he attempted to f o l l o w on from Headlam's 

Bampton l e c t u r e s of 1920 on The Doctrine of the Church and 

Reunion which he d e s c r i b e d as "the f i r s t g reat work by an 

E n g l i s h t h e o l o g i a n i n modern times."[60] N e i l l thought i t 

would be i n t e r e s t i n g "to c o n s i d e r a l l t h a t 'had happened between 

1920 and 1960, and t o estimate the d i f f e r e n c e s between the 

t h e o l o g i c a l c l i m a t e of t h a t epoch and of our own."[61] 

Once again h i s approach i s p r i m a r i l y h i s t o r i c a l , though a t 

times i t reads, u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y , l i k e a s y s t e m a t i c t h e o l o ­

gy. T h i s can be seen most c l e a r l y by h i s s e l e c t i o n of s u b j e c t s 

such as "The Rediscovery of the Church" ( L e c t u r e 1 ) , "The 

Missionary Dimension" ( L e c t u r e 2) or "The Royal Priesthood" 

(Lecture 6 ) . Nevertheless these themes appeared to be d e t e r ­

mined p r i m a r i l y e i t h e r by r e c e n t debates i n Church H i s t o r y or 

h i s own s p e c i a l i s t concerns. 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t i n one of h i s l e a s t e x p l i c i t l y 

h i s t o r i c a l works he most e x p l i c i t l y develops a theology of 

h i s t o r y . I t i s l e s s s u r p r i s i n g when one c o n s i d e r s t h a t h i s 

predecessor as the Barapton l e c t u r e r was Dr. Alan Richardson. 
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His l e c t u r e s appeared the f o l l o w i n g year under the t i t l e of 

Hi s t o r y , Sacred and Profane. (1964) I n t e r e s t i n g l y they use 

d i f f e r e n t methods, but both a r r i v e a t a s i m i l a r c o n c l u s i o n . [ 6 2 ] 

W e i l l ' s approach i s t o pose the provocative q u e s t i o n of 

whether the h i s t o r y of the l i f e of mankind on t h i s p l a n e t i s 

s i g n i f i c a n t o r " i s i t merely a t a l e t o l d by an i d i o t ? " [ 6 3 ] I n 

order t o answer t h i s q u e s t i o n he gives b r i e f summaries and 

a n a l y s i s of the r e f l e c t i o n s of t h i n k e r s such as Hegel, B.Croce, 

J.Huxley, E.H.Carr, R.G.Collingwood and i n e v i t a b l y R.Bultmann. 

Thus he uses the h i s t o r y of thought as a method by which to 

u l t i m a t e l y encourage a sense of missionary endeavour w i t h i n the 

ecumenical movement. 

He p e r s u a s i v e l y p o i n t s to the l o g i c a l p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t , 

f i r s t , human h i s t o r y i s " r e l a t e d to a s i n g l e p l a n " . He goes on 

to argue, secondly, t h a t i t i s conceivable t h a t t h e r e i s a 

" c e n t r a l p o i n t " which c o u l d "provide the key to the understand­

ing of h i s t o r y both backwards and forwards."[64] I n s h o r t , 

N e i l l i s attempting to s e t the p h i l o s o p h i c a l groundwork f o r the 

t h e o l o g i c a l p o s i t i o n he i s about to espouse. 

I t i s c l e a r from the way i n which he c i t e s Dr.H.Berkhof's 

Per Sinn der Geschichtes J e s u s C h r i s t u s . (1962) [ C h r i s t the 

Meaning of H i s t o r y , E.T. 1966] t h a t he agrees w i t h the view 

argued t h e r e t h a t h i s t o r y has meaning, but "that t h i s meaning 

can be d i s c e r n e d only i n r e l a t i o n to the c e n t r a l i t y of Jes u s 

C h r i s t . " [ 6 5 ] 

Once again the r e s u r r e c t i o n i s p i v o t a l to such a provoca­

t i v e view. As with T e i l h a r d de Chardin, N e i l l uses Berkhof to 
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a f f i r m i n the l i g h t of the r e s u r r e c t i o n t h a t the "world has 

become a d i f f e r e n t p l a c e . " [ 6 6 ] The image t h a t N e i l l uses to 

d r i v e t h i s home i s t h a t of an hour-glass. The C h r i s t event i s 

the c e n t r e - p o i n t through which the sands of h i s t o r y f a l l 

towards, pass through, and emerge changed. 

As the "world has become a d i f f e r e n t p l a c e " through the 

h i s t o r i c a l event of the r e s u r r e c t i o n N e i l l r e j e c t s any attempt 

to s e t out a separate S a l v a t i o n H i s t o r y ( H e i l ^ g e s c h i c h t e ) . I n ­

stead he e x p l o r e s the i d e a of C h r i s t i a n mission as the "great 

c r e a t i v e f o r c e i n human h i s t o r y " . Such a p o s i t i v e view i s 

based p r i m a r i l y not on human agency but r a t h e r i n "providence 

being a t work".[67] 

The reason f o r t h i s u l t i m a t e l y confident reading of 

h i s t o r y may be more complex than a simple b e l i e f i n the 

r e s u r r e c t i o n . I t i s important to remember N e i l l was a 

m i s s i o n a r y h i s t o r i a n who would soon a l s o w r i t e C o l o n i a l i s m and 

C h r i s t i a n Missions (1965-6), whose s t a t e d aim was to see how 

" m i s s i o n a r i e s and c o l o n i a l i s t s had to l e a r n to l i v e 

t o gether".[68] But, beneath the s u r f a c e of ecumenism he seems 

to be i m p l i c i t l y a f f i r m i n g and encouraging p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n 

mission. 

T h i s theme i s both e x p l i c i t l y and i m p l i c i t l y s t a t e d i n 

t h i s s e c t i o n . I t i s as i f he i s arguing t h a t "the r e s u r r e c t i o n 

has not o n l y changed e v e r y t h i n g , but a l s o i m p l i e s t h a t b e l i e f 

i n the providence of God i s r a t i o n a l . I f , t h e r e f o r e , God has 

ensured such progress t o date he w i l l continue to do so. T h i s 

does not mean i n a c t i v i t y should follow, but r a t h e r r e f l e c t i o n 
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leading to v i s i o n and then involvement, which should u l t i m a t e l y 

be manifested i n m i s s i o n . " 

Once again h i s theology of h i s t o r y i s used as a p e r s u a s i v e 

device to encourage ecumenism and m i s s i o n , which i n any case 

are i n e x t r i c a b l y l i n k e d . T h i s i s summed up by the r e p e t i t i o n of 

those t h r e e simple words, which a l s o f i n i s h The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

of the Mew Testament, a t the end of t h i s books "Follow thou 

me."[69] 

Here i s the c l u e as to what l i e s a t the heart of h i s 

e x p r e s s i o n , as w e l l as h i s p e r s u a s i v e use of and theology of 

h i s t o r y . These t h r e e words could l e g i t i m a t e l y be used as an 

i n t e r p r e t a t i v e key to N e i l l ' s work not only as an "Ecumenist", 

but a l s o as an " H i s t o r i a n " and as a "New Testament S c h o l a r " . 

N e i l l wants both h i m s e l f and others simply to "follow C h r i s t " . 

The e n dless v a r i e t y of ways of f o l l o w i n g C h r i s t i s i l l u s ­

t r a t e d by h i s c e a s e l e s s r e f e r e n c e to i n d i v i d u a l f o l l o w e r s . His 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y p r o d u c t i v i t y , academic r i g o u r and h e c t i c t e a c h i n g 

schedule w h i l s t i n Hamburg should f i n a l l y be seen as the 

e xpression of h i s simple f a i t h i n the u l t i m a t e s i g n i f i c a n c e of 

the h i s t o r i c a l f i g u r e of Jesus C h r i s t : 

I n the C h r i s t i a n World the c o n t r o l l i n g p r i n ­

c i p l e i s not an a b s t r a c t formula; i t i s a 

person, J e s u s C h r i s t h i m s e l f . Honest wres­

t l i n g w i t h the meaning of Jesus C h r i s t i n 

terms of the needs of one p a r t i c u l a r age i s 

C h r i s t i a n theology; a theology c o n t r o l l e d by 

the C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c p r i n c i p l e i s not l i k e l y 
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t o go v e r y f a r a s t r a y . [70] 

The aim of t h i s chapter has been to demonstrate t h a t i t was 

u l t i m a t e l y t h i s " C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c p r i n c i p l e " which provided 

both the c o n t r o l and the motivation f o r N e i l l ' s work during h i s 

s i x y e a r s i n Hamburg. 
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Motes on Chapter Seven 

Is Auto. S e c t i o n 9. p.73. Notice t h i s t e x t s l i g h t l y d i f f e r s 

from the e d i t e d t e x t by E.M.Jackson i n God's Apprentice(London; 

Hodder and Stoughton, 1991), p.258. (From m.s.) but the mean-

ing i s unchanged. 

2s O.Chadwick, Proceedings. p.610. 

3s Proceedings. p.610. 

4s L.Newbigin, p r i v a t e i n t e r v i e w with i n Dec, 1988. 

5s Proceedings. p.607. 

6s S . C . N e i l l , "Rome and the Ecumenical Movement". T h i s was the 

eighteenth P e t e r A i n s l i e Memorial L e c t u r e d e l i v e r e d a t Rhodes 

U n i v e r s i t y , Grahamstown on September 5th, 1967. (Lesothos 

Mor i j a P r i n t i n g Works, 1967), N e i l l uses a simple h i s t o r i c a l 

method i n t h i s l e c t u r e . He d e s c r i b e s how the Roman C a t h o l i c 

Church has r e c e n t l y been moving forward i n t o more p o s i t i v e 

ecumenical endeavours. Thus he uses past precedent to encour­

age f u r t h e r ecumenical p r a c t i c e and movement. 

7s S . C . N e i l l , "Theology 1939-64" Expos. T.76. Oct. 1964 p.21-5. 

8: Order of S e r v i c e f o r "A S e r v i c e of Thanksgiving f o r the L i f e 

and Work of Stephen C h a r l e s N e i l l . 1900-84." (31st Oct. 1984) 

p.5. " i n h i s good time, the end w i l l come, and the Son of 

Man w i l l appear a second time I n the meantime, f o r a l l 

t h e i r u n f a i t h f u l n e s s and imp e r f e c t i o n , God i s w i l l i n g to use 

h i s people and do g r e a t t h i n g s through them." T h i s e x t r a c t the 

e d i t o r , Owen Chadwick, found "too much" so he e d i t e d i t out of 

the most r e c e n t e d i t i o n of the H i s t o r y of Missions. 
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9; Proceedings. p.610. 

10s H.Chadwick, The E a r l y Church (Londons Harmondsworth, 1988), 

F i r s t published i n 1967. p.54.ff. 

l i s S . C . N e i l l , A H i s t o r y of C h r i s t i a n Missions. 

(Londons Harmondsworth, 1964), 1986 e d i t i o n c i t e d - (King 

Abgar) p.43. & ( S t . P a t r i c k ) pp.49-50. [Hereafter r e f e r r e d to as 

H.C.M. 1 

12s H.C.M. p.35. 

13s H.C.M. p.35. 

14s W.Frend, The R i s e of C h r i s t i a n i t y (Londons D.L.T., 1984), 

p.128. 

15s H.C.M. p.21. 

16s H.C.M. p.22. 

17s H.C.M. pre f a c e , p.9. 

18s S . C . N e i l l , The Layman i n C h r i s t i a n H i s t o r y . [ H e r e a f t e r 

r e f e r r e d to as L.C.H.1 (Londons S.C.M., 1963), p.14. 

19s L.C.H. p.198. 

20; L.C.H. p.199. 

21; L.C.H. p.199. 

22; L.C.H. p.12. 

23: L.C.H. p.26. 

24: L.C.H. T h i s i s a key s t r a n d w i t h i n the "Introduction"pp.15-

27, which i n c l u d e s i n the opening paragraph; "The whole Body of 

the Church i s p r i e s t l y . " 

25: L.C.H. p.20. 

26: H.C.M. p. 27 2. For example, he begins h i s chapter on "The 

Heyday of C o l o n i a l i s m , 1858-1914" with a s e r i e s of ages of key 
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s e c u l a r f i g u r e s ? " I n 1858 Queen V i c t o r i a was t h i r t y - n i n e y e a r s 

old . Gladstone was forty=nine? Lord Macaulay fifty-eight°, 

Abraham L i n c o l n f o r t y - f i v e " A l l t o l d he c i t e s some 

t h i r t e e n names i n order t o support h i s point t h a t "the Day of 

Europe had come." 

27 s L.C.H. p o 25 o 

28s H.C.M. p.20. 

29s H.C.M. p.478. 

30s H.C.M. p.478. 

31s H.C.M. p.478. 

32s S.Runciman, A H i s t o r y of the Crusades. Vol.3 (Cambridges 

Cambridge U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1954), p.469, a l s o c i t e d by N e i l l 

i n H.C.M. p.98. 

33s H.C.M. pre f a c e , p.9. 

34s H.C.M. p.477. 

35s H.C.M. p.477. 

36s H.C.M. p.456. 

37s H.C.M. p.19. 

38s S . C . N e i l l , The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the New Testament 1861-

1961. (Oxfords O.U.P., 1964), o r i g i n a l l y d e l i v e r e d as the 

F i r t h L e c t u r e s , a t the U n i v e r s i t y of Nottingham i n 1962.[Here­

a f t e r r e f e r r e d to as I.N.T.1 

39s I.N.T. a) ( S t r a u s s ) p . l 5 . f f . b) (Barth) p.201.ff 

c) (Bultmann) p.222.ff. 

40s I.N.T. a) (French) Jean Paul Audet, La Didaches I n s t r u c t i o n 

des Apotres p.60. b) (German) M.Dibelius, Die Formqeschichte 

des Evancreliums. (3rd e d i t i o n , 1959) p.250.41s I.N.T. p.290. 
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42s I.N.T. p.290. 

43s I.N.T. p.291, 

44s I.N.T. p-326. 

45s I.N.T. p.342. 

46s I.N.T. p.343. 

47s Auto. S e c t i o n 9. p.10. 

48s I.N.T. p.224. 

49s I.N.T. p.229. 

50s I.N.T. p.235. 

51s I.N.T. p.225. 

52s S . C . N e i l l , "Theology 1939-1964", Expos. T.76. Oct. 1964 

p.21. 

53s I.N.T. p.33.ff. and s p e c i f i c a l l y p.96. 

54s I.N.T. p.96. 

55s I.N.T. p.347. 

56s S . C . N e i l l , "God's Apprentice"(London? Hodder and Stoughton, 

1991), ed. by E.M.Jackson, p.257. 

57s I.N.T. p.348. 

58s S . C . N e i l l , "Theology 1939-1964" Expos. T.76. Oct. 1964 

p. 25. (See a l s o t h i s t h e s i s Ch.3 f o r f u l l e r d i s c u s s i o n on 

o r i g i n s of N e i l l ' s developed understanding of the r e s u r r e c t i o n 

w h i l s t a t Cambridge.) 

59s S . C . N e i l l , "Theology 1939-1964" Expos. T.76 Oct.1964 p.25. 

60s S . C . N e i l l , The Church and C h r i s t i a n Union, (Londons O.U.P. 

1968), P r e f a c e p . v i i . [ H e r e a f t e r r e f e r r e d to as C.C.U.1 

61s C.C.U. Preface p . v i i . 6 2 s N e i l l agrees b e l i e v i n g t h a t from 

"what follows i t w i l l be apparent t h a t , by independent methods, 
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we had reached s u b s t a n t i a l l y s i m i l a r c onclusions." C.C.U. p.84. 

63; C.C.U. p.86. 

64s C.C.U. p.91. 

65s C.C.U. p.92. 

66s C.C.U. p.92.ff. 

67s C.C.U. a) (F u t u r e ) s p.94. "The B i b l i c a l and C h r i s t i a n View 

of h i s t o r y , on the c o n t r a r y , i s always d i r e c t e d to the fu t u r e . " 

b) (Providence)s p.110. " I f we a r e C h r i s t i a n s and b e l i e v e t h a t 
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Chapter 8s Out of A f r i c a (1969-73) 

J u s t when I was wondering, i n con s i d e r a b l e 

p e r p l e x i t y , where I should go next... . there 

a r r i v e d a l e t t e r from Nairobi to the e f f e c t s 

"We a r e t h i n k i n g of s t a r t i n g a Department of 

R e l i g i o u s Studies i n the U n i v e r s i t y College 

here. Could you come f o r th r e e months as 

v i s i t i n g p r o f e s s o r of r e l i g i o n s . . . . to draw 

up the f e a s i b i l i t y study which the 

U n i v e r s i t y r e q u i r e s . . . ? [ 1 ] 

N e i l l encountered c o n s i d e r a b l e opposition towards the c r e a t i o n 

of such a department. Makerere U n i v e r s i t y i n Uganda were f a r 

from happy a t the c r e a t i o n of a second Department of R e l i g i o n 

i n E a s t A f r i c a , w h i l s t the Kenyan Churches, which were mostly 

extremely c o n s e r v a t i v e , were "darkly s u s p i c i o u s " of t h i s poten­

t i a l "fountainhead of every kind of h e r e s y " . [ 2 ] 

I t i s c l e a r from h i s Autobiography, much of which was 

w r i t t e n i n N a i r o b i , t h a t N e i l l was involved not only i n a 

" f e a s i b i l i t y study", but a l s o a strenuous p u b l i c r e l a t i o n s 

e x e r c i s e to " d i s s i p a t e t h i s atmosphere of d i s t r u s t " . [ 3 ] He 

d e l i v e r e d t h r e e s h o r t courses of s i x l e c t u r e s each on "the 

great r e l i g i o n s of the world, the h i s t o r y of the s c i e n t i f i c 

study of r e l i g i o n and the use and meaning of t h e o l o g i c a l and 

r e l i g i o u s terms".[4] T h i s a t t r a c t e d unexpectedly l a r g e a u d i ­

ences and demonstrated, to N e i l l a t l e a s t , d e f i n i t e i n t e r e s t i n 
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the study of r e l i g i o n i n Nairobi.. 

N e i l l c l e a r l y d i d not need persuading of the value of such 

a department. He had been committed to the idea of promoting 

t h e o l o g i c a l education i n developing c o u n t r i e s s i n c e h i s time i n 

I n d i a . [ 5 ] His comprehensive survey of A f r i c a n t h e o l o g i c a l 

education i n 1950 f o r the I n t e r n a t i o n a l Missionary C o u n c i l had 

l e f t him a " l i t t l e depressed", p a r t i c u l a r l y because much of the 

work he saw was "unimaginatively Western".[6] The reason why 

t h e o l o g i c a l education remained such a high p r i o r i t y f o r N e i l l 

w i l l be explored l a t e r . 

I n the meantime i t i s worth noting t h a t h i s proposal f o r a 

Department of Philosophy and R e l i g i o u s Studies was accepted i n 

1968. The b r i n g i n g together of these two d i s c i p l i n e s was more 

of a pragmatic step to f a c i l i t a t e acceptance of t h i s new 

department, r a t h e r than a statement of support f o r 

i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y study or even a s i g n of N e i l l ' s sudden growth 

of i n t e r e s t i n philosophy. 

N e i l l d i d not apply f o r the post of p r o f e s s o r , but l e t 

h i s f r i e n d s know he would keep himself as f r e e as p o s s i b l e from 

other commitments. He was l e f t w a i t i n g f o r over a year, only 

to r e c e i v e a telegram n o t i f y i n g him of h i s appointment from a 

Nairobi Mennonite bishop. T h i s was followed up by a l e t t e r 

from the same man warning him t h a t the runner-up was a Muslim 

candidate. According to N e i l l t h i s l e f t him no " l i b e r t y of 

choice" as such an appointment would undermine the churches 

u n c e r t a i n confidence i n a department which they had 

financed.[7] One wonders whether N e i l l a l s o f e l t the d e s i r e to 
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keep the C h r i s t i a n f l a g f l y i n g . 

He was b e l a t e d l y n o t i f i e d i n mid August 1969 t h a t t e a c h i n g 

would begin on 22 September of the same year. Such s h o r t 

n o t i c e undermined h i s plans to have nine months of c o n s o l i d a ­

t i o n i n N a i r o b i , before embarking on teaching. He was, t h e r e ­

fore, forced t o c a n c e l l e c t u r i n g engagements i n the United 

St a t e s i n order to depart h u r r i e d l y f o r Kenya. 

Well, I a r r i v e d i n Nairobi on 10th 

September, to f i n d no o f f i c e , no s e c r e t a r y , 

no c o l l e a g u e , no plan, no books i n the 

l i b r a r y , no books f o r the students i n the 

bookshop, no o f f i c i a l permission to s t a r t 

t e a c h i n g , and, to top i t a l l o f f , no 

money.[8] 

With such "foundations" i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t w i t h only 

twelve days to s e t up a Department N e i l l was a l i t t l e busy. 

But by the time N e i l l had spent four hard-working y e a r s as the 

f i r s t P r o f e s s o r of Philosophy and R e l i g i o u s Studies a t what 

became the U n i v e r s i t y of Nairobi t h i s summary looked extremely 

out of date. His fourteen n e w s l e t t e r s give the c l e a r e s t 

i n s i g h t of how i n N e i l l ' s eyes, through strenuous and v a r i e d 

hard work, t h i s s i t u a t i o n changed, and a t h r i v i n g department 

was s e t up. 

The other main source f o r t h i s time i s the tenth chapter 

of h i s Autobiography. Here he echoes the Newsletter's sense of 

steady improvement i n s p i t e of considerable d i f f i c u l t i e s . 

Almost nonchalantly he mentions i n t h i s s e c t i o n t h a t when he 
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l e f t t h e re were over one hundred students i n the department 

and more s i g n i f i c a n t l y f o r N e i l l , a student engaged i n higher 

r e s e a r c h . [ 9 ] 

This p a r t of h i s Autobiography i s t i t l e d "East A f r i c a -

The L a s t Phase", which i l l u s t r a t e s h i s i n c o r r e c t b e l i e f t h a t 

Nairobi would be the f i n a l episode i n h i s l i f e . I t i s not en­

t i r e l y s u r p r i s i n g , t h e r e f o r e , t h a t he continued to work as i f 

these were the l a s t few y e a r s of a c t i v e s e r v i c e l e f t to him. 

T h i s chapter w i l l continue by f i r s t answering questions 

about h i s work as a U n i v e r s i t y p r o f e s s o r . What areas was he 

involved i n and i n what ways d i d h i s context i n f l u e n c e both h i s 

teaching and the s e t t i n g up of a new department? Secondly, 

what s o r t of work was he involved i n as a bishop without a 

diocese of h i s own? And were t h e r e any tensions between h i s 

r o l e as a p r o f e s s o r and h i s work as a bishop? 

T h i r d l y , i n the l i g h t of t h i s new A f r i c a n context, h i s 

work as a w r i t e r w i l l be focused on. I n p a r t i c u l a r h i s a t ­

tempts to r e l a t e and express an o l d t h e o l o g i c a l message i n a 

new c u l t u r e w i l l be a n a l y s e d . F o u r t h l y , h i s r e f l e c t i o n s as a 

theologian w i l l be s t u d i e d . I n g r e a t e r d e t a i l one key underly­

ing t h e o l o g i c a l assumption, which continued to i n f l u e n c e both 

the method and content of h i s e x p r e s s i o n i n t h i s new context, 

w i l l be concentrated on. 

I n s h o r t t h i s chapter i s an attempt to explore both 

N e i l l ' s p r a c t i c a l work as a p r o f e s s o r and a bishop as w e l l as 

h i s underlying r e f l e c t i o n s as a w r i t e r and theologian. 
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a) U n i v e r s i t y P r o f e s s o r . 

N e i l l had " r e t i r e d " from h i s Hamburg p r o f e s s o r s h i p on a 

wave of good w i l l , w i th a pension t h a t ensured he had enough to 

l i v e i n "modest comfort to the end of h i s days".[10] The l a c k 

of p r o v i s i o n , t h e r e f o r e , f o r both h i s department and h i m s e l f as 

Nairobi's f i r s t P r o f e s s o r of Philosophy and R e l i g i o n would have 

brought him back to the harsh r e a l i t i e s of t h e o l o g i c a l educa­

t i o n i n a developing country. 

On h i s a r r i v a l he was working f o r U n i v e r s i t y C o l l e g e , 

Nairobi, which was one of three " c o n s t i t u e n t c o l l e g e s of the 

U n i v e r s i t y of E a s t A f r i c a " . [ 1 1 ] I n 1970 t h i s union d i s s o l v e d 

and U n i v e r s i t y C o l l e g e became the U n i v e r s i t y of N a i r o b i . I t s 

new s t a t u s encouraged growth, and by the end of N e i l l ' s s t a y i n 

1973 t h e r e were some 4,800 students. 

T h i s expansion accentuated a number of d i f f i c u l t i e s , about 

which W e i l l made numerous c r i t i c a l remarks w i t h i n v a r i o u s 

Newsletters. For example, he r e f e r r e d a number of times to the 

" i n e f f i c i e n c y of the U n i v e r s i t y a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , " which he be­

l i e v e d got "worse r a t h e r than b e t t e r " . [ 1 2 ] T h i s i s added to by 

h i s complaints about the q u a l i t y of j u n i o r members of s t a f f as 

w e l l as the c a l i b r e of h i s f i r s t c o lleague. One i s s t r u c k by 

the extremely high standards t h a t N e i l l both expected from 

others and h i m s e l f . [ 1 3 ] 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y these were minor d i f f i c u l t i e s compared to 

what N e i l l p e r c e ived as a more fundamental malaise. The most 

s i g n i f i c a n t danger f o r N e i l l was t h a t of c u l t u r a l e x c l u s i v i t y 

w i t h i n the world of the U n i v e r s i t y . I n h i s eyes, i f the 
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U n i v e r s i t y of Nairobi attempted to be "an A f r i c a n U n i v e r s i t y 

fo r an A f r i c a n country",[14] i t could e a s i l y f a l l i n t o the t r a p 

of becoming i n s u l a r i n i t s outlook. 

The reason why such an outcome was anathema to N e i l l was 

because i n h i s eyes a " u n i v e r s i t y by i t s very nature should be 

i n t e r n a t i o n a l , p a r t of a world-wide c u l t u r e " . His twin focused 

aims were to recognise f u l l y h i s A f r i c a n context and A f r i c a n 

students, and y e t a l s o t o a i d h i s students to become " c i t i z e n s 

of the world of thought and l i t e r a t u r e " . [ 1 5 ] 

T h i s t e n s i o n between n a t i o n a l and i n t e r n a t i o n a l t i e s l e d 

N e i l l t o a number of c r u c i a l questions concerning the appropri­

ate t e a c h i n g method w i t h i n an A f r i c a n contexts 

Are we teaching the kind of t h i n g t h a t needs 

to be taught t o A f r i c a n students? What kind 

of philosophy ought they to be l e a r n i n g ? I s 

not our western l o g i c and western 

metaphysics too f a r from t h e i r thought world 

t h a t , though they can l e a r n and reproduce 

the words, i t i s almost impossible f o r them 

r e a l l y to grasp our c a t e g o r i e s and to t h i n k 

i n the way t h a t we t h i n k ? Does our western 

theology, based on a long and to them a l i e n 

h i s t o r y , r e a l l y make contact with t h e i r 

needs and hopes i n the s i t u a t i o n of a 

r a p i d l y developing country?[16] 

This i n c i s i v e , and some would argue s l i g h t l y arrogant, s e t of 

questions i l l u s t r a t e s how N e i l l was c o n t i n u a l l y s e l f - c r i t i c a l 
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both of h i s own and h i s department's teaching s t y l e w i t h i n 

t h i s E a s t - A f r i c a n arena. 

As he d i d i n I n d i a he was again grappling with questions 

concerning both the method and content of teaching i n a new 

c u l t u r a l context. Once more he was made aware of the 

d i f f i c u l t y of making r e a l contact with h i s students. I t was 

f a r more than a question of using the c o r r e c t words, i t was 

r a t h e r how to f i n d the form which would convey the t r u e 

meaning, and so perhaps even touch the h e a r t s of h i s students. 

The posing of such questions i l l u s t r a t e s both the searc h i n g 

theologian as w e l l as the p e r e n n i a l i n s e c u r i t y of the 

missi o n a r y working i n a land f a r from home. 

One q u e s t i o n underlying t h i s e x t r a c t appears to be "Are we 

doing anything of l a s t i n g v a l u e ? Or do our c u l t u r a l supposi­

t i o n s i n e v i t a b l y i n v a l i d a t e our work?" The presupposition 

assumed i n t h i s p i e c e i s t h a t the Kenyan way of t h i n k i n g and 

arguing has a u s e f u l , even c o n s t r u c t i v e , impact upon the forma­

t i o n of r e l e v a n t t h e o l o g i c a l r e f l e c t i o n and teaching methods. 

Never t h e l e s s , he d i d not e n t i r e l y r e j e c t the Western 

missionary e f f o r t i n Kenya. For i n s t a n c e , i n h i s course on 

" C h r i s t i a n i t y i n A f r i c a " , he attempted to destroy myths about 

m i s s i o n a r i e s which suggested C o l o n i a l i s m and M i s s i o n a r i e s were 

i n e x t r i c a b l y l i n k e d and were an e v i l f o r c e which "could do 

nothing but do harm to the l i f e and s o u l of A f r i c a . "[17] 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y , he claims he does not attempt to f o r c e t h i s 

r e v i s i o n of negative views upon h i s students, but r a t h e r hopes 

they w i l l d i s c o v e r i t f o r themselves. 
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T h i s e d u c a t i o n a l technique suggests h i s aim of teaching 

was not simply to pass on information. His s t a t e d aim, to be 

found i n h i s b e l a t e d i n a u g u r a l l e c t u r e was to "produce students 

who w i l l be well-informed, c r i t i c a l , and adventurous i n t h e i r 

t h inking."[18 3 

I n the Newsletter he a l s o argued t h a t the best way to 

serve the students was i f they followed the p r i n c i p l e l a i d down 

by Dante, who b e l i e v e d the aim of education should be an 

"encounter w i t h greatness and s t i m u l a t i o n of the s p i r i t of 

c u r i o s i t y . " [ 1 9 ] His emphasis i n Nairobi was, t h e r e f o r e , to 

equip h i s students f o r a l i f e t i m e of l e a r n i n g r a t h e r than 

p a r r o t s t y l e r e p e t i t i o n . 

These laudable goals may p a r t i a l l y e x p l a i n why he spent 

so long teaching i n N a i r o b i . For example he complained of 

spending over 18 hours each week i n the classroom. [20] I t 

seems from both Newsletter and Autobiography t h a t t h i s work 

load was due more to shortage of s t a f f r a t h e r than e d u c a t i o n a l 

i d e a l s . 

Pragmatic n e c e s s i t y a l s o played a major p a r t i n determin­

ing the courses they o f f e r e d to t h e i r f i r s t i n t a k e of eighteen 

students. Apart from the expected b i b l i c a l s t u d i e s and p h i l o s ­

ophy of r e l i g i o n c ourses, N e i l l ensured even i n these pressured 

e a r l y days t h a t t h e r e was a course on A f r i c a n t r a d i t i o n . [21] 

T h i s u n d e r l i n e s h i s d e s i r e f o r the teaching of theology to be 

rooted i n t o t h i s A f r i c a n context. 

A f u r t h e r f a c t o r t h a t determined N e i l l ' s teaching and 

general shaping of the department was h i s d e s i r e to u n d e r l i n e 
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t h a t t h i s was not a c e n t r e f o r " C h r i s t i a n propaganda".[22] To 

t h i s end he organised the f i r s t s e t of p u b l i c l e c t u r e s on "A 

P r o f i l e of P e r s i a n I s l a m " by the former head of Princeton's 

Middle E a s t e r n Department, C u y l e r Young. 

N e i l l h imself covered a whole v a r i e t y of s u b j e c t s i n the 

l e c t u r e room, from "Philosophy of R e l i g i o n " v i a "Methods of 

R e l i g i o u s Education" t o " R e l i g i o n i n the Modern World". [23] 

At f i r s t s i g h t i t i s s u r p r i s i n g t h a t there i s no apparently 

C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c emphasis t o any of these courses; but t h i s 

should not be understood i n terms of a s h i f t i n N e i l l ' s be­

l i e f s , r a t h e r as a response t o c e r t a i n e x t e r n a l p r e s s u r e s and 

se l f - a p p o i n t e d g o a l s . 

F i r s t , he needed t o e s t a b l i s h h i s f l e d g l i n g department i n 

a c i t y where many were y e t to be persuaded of i t s 

u s e f u l n e s . [ 2 4 ] Secondly, f i n a n c i a l and s t a f f i n g p r e s s u r e s 

ensured N e i l l had t o tea c h not only r e l i g i o n , but a l s o 

philosophy. T h i r d l y , he had the i m p r e s s i v e l y comprehensive 

goal of making " R e l i g i o n and Philosophy f e l t i n the l i f e of the 

College as a whole."[25] F o u r t h l y , i t could be i n f e r r e d from 

such n e w s l e t t e r s t h a t he a l s o attempted to allow the p e r c e i v e d 

needs of h i s Kenyan p u p i l s t o shape the s y l l a b u s e s he s e t out. 

Given N e i l l ' s own d e l i g h t i n h i s t o r y , i t i s a l s o i n t e r ­

e s t i n g t h a t the department he began had no rigorous Church 

H i s t o r y course. Perhaps t h i s r e f l e c t s how he took s e r i o u s l y h i s 

self-imposed charge of f o r c i n g too much Western theology and 

h i s t o r y down the t h r o a t s of h i s students. Thus, he sought to 

encourage r e s e a r c h i n Kenyan church h i s t o r y . [ 2 6 ] 
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Nevertheless, such d i s c i p l i n e i n avoiding teaching h i s 

f a v o u r i t e s u b j e c t s and thereby attempting to f u l f i l h i s educa­

t i o n a l goals d i d not prevent h i s almost i n s a t i a b l e d e s i r e f o r 

the v e r b a l e x p r e s s i o n of h i s f a i t h . 

b) Bishop a t Large 

N e i l l was attempting to walk another "tightrope" i n Nairo­

b i . On the one s i d e he maintained a " r i g i d l y academic a t t i t u d e " 

i n the classroom because of the "watchful s u s p i c i o n of some of 

our A f r i c a n c o l l e a g u e s " , w h i l s t on the other he had no i n t e n ­

t i o n of compromising h i s " p o s i t i o n as a C h r i s t i a n bishop".[27] 

Thus he was a r e g u l a r and popular preacher a t student 

s e r v i c e s , [ 2 8 ] as w e l l as an o c c a s i o n a l v i s i t o r to the C h r i s t i a n 

Union. T h i s b a l a n c i n g a c t between being an " i m p a r t i a l " p r o f e s ­

sor and p a r t i s a n "bishop" may p a r t l y e x p l a i n why h i s Autobiog­

raphy r e f l e c t s a good d e a l of f r u s t r a t i o n a t t h i s time.[29] 

Another cause of t e n s i o n was probably simply over work. 

Outside the U n i v e r s i t y , he may not have had a diocese or a 

formal r o l e i n the Anglican Province of Kenya but he was c e r ­

t a i n l y not without i n v i t a t i o n s to help i n numerous Church 

matters. 

F i r s t , he threw h i m s e l f i n t o work as Chairman of the 

Commission on T r a i n i n g f o r the M i n i s t r y which i n v e s t i g a t e d the 

s t a t e of ordained and l a y t h e o l o g i c a l education i n the Anglican 

province of Kenya.[30] Secondly, he a l s o helped i n drawing up 

a c o n s t i t u t i o n f o r the Church of the Province, l i b e r a t i n g i t 

from a number of t i e s t o Canterbury.[31] 
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A t h i r d a r e a of c o n s i d e r a b l e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y was h i s help 

i n s e t t i n g up the C o u n c i l on Higher Studies i n R e l i g i o n which 

e s t a b l i s h e d a new C e r t i f i c a t e i n R e l i g i o u s S t u d i e s . [ 3 2 ] He was 

l e s s s u c c e s s f u l , however, with o r g a n i s i n g b u i l d i n g e x t e n s i o n 

work and the development of a Chaplaincy Centre.[33] 

A l l t h i s a c t i v i t y needs to be s e t alongside h i s c r i t i c i s m s 

of both the p o l i t i c a l and e c c l e s i a s t i c a l context w i t h i n which 

he found h i m s e l f . [ 3 4 ] N e i l l was no detached observer p a s s i n g 

judgements from a s a f e d i s t a n c e . His were the c r i t i c i s m s of 

both a p r o f e s s o r and a bishop t r y i n g to i n f l u e n c e , change and 

improve two p a r a l l e l systems from the i n s i d e . 

c ) Writer a t Work 

Apart from h i s work as a p r o f e s s o r and bishop he i n v e s t e d 

h i s "spare" academic energy i n t o r e s e a r c h i n g The H i s t o r y of the 

Church i n I n d i a . Consequently, he produced comparatively 

l i t t l e as a w r i t e r . His work included a "mere" a r t i c l e , a 

devotional book B i b l e Words and C h r i s t i a n Meanings, as w e l l as 

some r e p r i n t s from the World C h r i s t i a n Book s e r i e s , which a f t e r 

s i x t e e n y e a r s he c l o s e d down w h i l s t i n Kenya.[35] 

His most s i g n i f i c a n t work a t t h i s time was as the o r g a n i s ­

ing e d i t o r of the Concise D i c t i o n a r y i n C h r i s t i a n World Mis­

s i o n , r 361 He drew together over two hundred c o n t r i b u t o r s to 

produce t h i s comprehensive resource book, whose "multitudinous 

fragments" he hoped i f ever read as a whole "would c o a l e s c e 

int o a p i c t u r e of the movement of the s p i r i t of God i n 

H i s t o r y . " [ 3 7 ] He h i m s e l f wrote n e a r l y 100 a r t i c l e s . Thus h i s 
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work as a w r i t e r and e d i t o r continued even during t h i s h e c t i c 

time i n Kenya. 

The i n t e r n a t i o n a l nature of t h i s w r i t t e n work, combined 

with l e c t u r i n g or r e s e a r c h t r i p s to Malawi, the United S t a t e s , 

Canada, A s i a , I n d i a and England, ensured t h a t N e i l l maintained 

a wide g l o b a l knowledge of and i n t e r e s t i n the s t a t e of the 

worldwide Church. 

T h i s c o n t i n u a l extension of horizons may w e l l p a r t i a l l y 

e x p l a i n why he had l i t t l e time f o r i n s u l a r i t y w i t h i n the Uni­

v e r s i t y o r e x c l u s i v i t y w i t h i n the Kenyan Church. The school of 

t r a v e l appears to have been a constant reminder to N e i l l of the 

i n t e r n a t i o n a l nature of the Gospel.[38] 

T r a v e l away from and work w i t h i n the Kenyan s i t u a t i o n 

appears t o have forced N e i l l to ask questions such as "How f a r 

should the gospel n e c e s s a r i l y come to a n o n - C h r i s t i a n people as 

fo r e i g n ? " [ 39] One answer to t h i s can be found i n the Concise 

D i c t i o n a r y of C h r i s t i a n World Missions i n h i s a r t i c l e on 

"Accommodation".[40] 

According to N e i l l the "value of a n c i e n t c u l t u r e s has been 

underestimated", so he goes on to argue t h a t "attempts to make 

the Gospel a t home i n the world of other c u l t u r e s are to be 

commended."[41] The s e l f - q u e s t i o n i n g of h i s own tea c h i n g 

method h i g h l i g h t e d e a r l i e r demonstrates how N e i l l a t l e a s t 

attempted to "accommodate" the Gospel w i t h i n the new c u l t u r a l 

context of Kenya. 

Nev e r t h e l e s s , he was a l s o w e l l aware of the dangers of 

what he pe r c e i v e d as "syncretism and a deformation of the 
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Gospel".[42] Three points were, t h e r e f o r e , to be born^in mind. 

F i r s t , he emphasized the importance of rec o g n i s i n g the "fore i g n 

nature of the Gospel". Secondly, he defined the Gospel as thes 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the mighty a c t s 

of God i n h i s t o r y , from which i t 

cannot be detached? i t i s not a 

system of t i m e l e s s t r u t h s , which 

can be accepted without r e l a t i o n 

to t h a t h i s t o r y i n which they a r e 

expressed. [43] 

T h i s i s a h i g h l y s i g n i f i c a n t point as i t i l l u s t r a t e s t h a t f o r 

N e i l l the h i s t o r i c a l event i s i n e x t r i c a b l y l i n k e d w i t h i t s 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and o r i g i n a l context. I m p l i c i t i n t h i s argument 

i s the b e l i e f t h a t God has i n some way r e s t r i c t e d h i m s e l f t o a 

s p e c i f i c moment and c u l t u r e . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s j he q u a l i f i e s t h i s statement by h i g h l i g h t i n g 

both the unique r e l a t i o n s h i p between the b e l i e v e r and C h r i s t , 

as w e l l as the t r a n s i e n t nature of c u l t u r e s . On the b a s i s of 

t h e i r t e m p o r a l i t y he argues a g a i n s t the Church "adapting i t s 

message too c l o s e l y to any e x i s t i n g c u l t u r e " otherwise the 

Church "might e v e n t u a l l y f i n d i t s e l f t i e d to the past r a t h e r 

than f r e e to l i s t e n to what a t any given time the S p i r i t i s 

saying to the Churches."[43] 

At f i r s t s i g h t t h e r e i s an apparent i n c o n s i s t e n c y here. 

On the one hand, as God a c t s i n f i x e d s p e c i f i c moments i n 

h i s t o r y , t h e r e i s no room f o r c u l t u r a l r e l a t i v i s m . On the 

other hand, God a c t s through the S p i r i t to guide the Church 
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now, which would suggest t h e r e i s t h e • p o s s i b i l i t y , a t l e a s t , 

for adaptation w i t h i n a new c u l t u r a l context. N e i l l does not 

allow f o r the p o s s i b i l i t y of such a r a d i c a l r e v i s i o n of the 

Gospel. 

The reason f o r such an approach l i e s with the f a c t t h a t he 

u l t i m a t e l y p e r c e i v e s the Gospel as a f i x e d , d i s t i n c t i v e s e r i e s 

of a c t s of God s e t i n h i s t o r y w i t h i n a s p e c i f i c c u l t u r a l 

context. U n l i k e c u l t u r e s which change, these h i s t o r i c a l givens 

are o b j e c t i v e p o i n t s which cannot be simply adapted to f i t i n 

with a new c u l t u r a l s e t t i n g . Thus i t i s the b e l i e f i n God who 

ac t s i n h i s t o r y which prevents N e i l l from a l l o w i n g e x t e n s i v e 

f l e x i b i l i t y i n the f a c e of modes of t h i n k i n g or e x p r e s s i o n 

which a r e , i n h i s eyes, i n opposition to the B i b l e . 

For i n s t a n c e , i n B i b l e Words and C h r i s t i a n Meanings (1970) 

h i s Kenyan context appears to have had l i t t l e impact upon the 

centre of h i s proclamation. I n h i s s e c t i o n on " R e c o n c i l i a t i o n " 

he asks? 

How i s the one who has offended to be 

brought to d e s i r e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , to see h i s 

need of i t , and t o make i t h i s own when i t 

i s o f f e r e d t o him? T h i s i s the c e n t r a l t a s k 

of the preaching of the gospel. We do not 

br i n g home to men t h e i r s i n f u l n e s s by 

preaching about s i n , but by making known to 

them the f o r g i v i n g love of God i n Jesus 

C h r i s t . [ 4 4 ] 

There i s a p o s i t i v e "task" to be completed, or a job to be 
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done. W e i l l ' s aim was c l e a r l y not to i n s p i r e g u i l t but r a t h e r 

agape based on t r u e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . This may i n v o l v e l i s t e n i n g 

to and l e a r n i n g from new c u l t u r e s , but u l t i m a t e l y i t means 

"making known" some s p e c i f i c f a c t s about God which can be 

demonstrated by r e f e r e n c e to Jesus C h r i s t . 

W e i l l attempts to g i v e a c l e a r e r d e f i n i t i o n of the "Aim of 

Mission" l a t e r on i n the Concise D i c t i o n a r y of C h r i s t i a n 

Mission. He attempts t o s y n t h e s i z e the C a t h o l i c emphasis upon 

the Church, the P r o t e s t a n t concern f o r proclaiming the Gospel 

to a l l nations and those, as found i n William Carey, who''•laid 

s t r e s s upon the extension of God's Kingdom. [45] 

He summarises such an approach i n those oft-quoted words s 

"The whole Church b r i n g i n g the whole Gospel to the whole 

World." I n s h o r t , he sees each of the three strands s the 

Church, the Coming, and the Kingdom, i f a p p r o p r i a t e l y defined, 

as c e n t r a l elements behind the e x p r e s s i n g of the Gospel. 

These goals of conversion of i n d i v i d u a l s , e n t r y i n t o 

groups and subsequent f u r t h e r p r o s e l y t i z i n g a r e , f o r N e i l l , 

c l e a r l y c r o s s - c u l t u r a l a c t i v i t i e s . One i s l e f t wondering where 

God f i t s i n t o the equation and what p a r t He plays i n the 

expression of the Gospel w i t h i n a n o n - C h r i s t i a n c u l t u r a l 

context. To explore N e i l l ' s views f u r t h e r i t i s worth t u r n i n g 

to an a r t i c l e w r i t t e n w h i l s t he held h i s P r o f e s s o r s h i p i n 

Nairobi. 

d) Theologian of the S p i r i t ? 

One of the c r i t i c i s m s which i s sometimes l e v e l l e d a t N e i l l i s 
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t h a t he has an incomplete pneumatology.[46] The Holy S p i r i t i n 

the Non-Christian World i s the t i t l e of a l i t t l e - k n o w n , but 

h i g h l y s i g n i f i c a n t a r t i c l e . I t i s u s e f u l both f o r a s s e s s i n g 

the v a l i d i t y of such c r i t i c i s m s and f o r understanding N e i l l ' s 

perception of the p a r t which the Holy S p i r i t played i n the 

communication of the Gospel. I n order to f u l l y a p p r e c i a t e the 

importance of t h i s p i e c e the argument w i l l f i r s t be summarised 

and analysed. Then the wider s i g n i f i c a n c e of these b e l i e f s 

w i l l be a s s e s s e d . 

N e i l l introduces t h i s a r t i c l e with a b r i e f p o r t r a y a l of 

the common "ambivalence" amongst C h r i s t i a n s when they attempt 

to d i s c e r n the r e l a t i o n s h i p between God and the world o u t s i d e 

the sphere of C h r i s t i a n r e v e l a t i o n . He notes as a h i s t o r i a n 

how the b i a s has u s u a l l y been s t r o n g l y a g a i n s t the non-

C h r i s t i a n world, the group which Augustine c a l l e d the "massa 

p e r d i t i o n i s " . T y p i c a l l y N e i l l uses a h i s t o r i c a l door as a 

point of a c c e s s i n t o t h i s important debate. 

He a l s o concludes the I n t r o d u c t i o n by turning to h i s t o r y , 

though he becomes more contemporary i n h i s comments; 

Only i n modern times have C h r i s t i a n 

Theologians taken s e r i o u s l y the p o s s i b i l i t y 

t h a t God might be d i r e c t l y a t work i n a l l 

the g r e a t movements of h i s t o r y , i n c l u d i n g 

those movements which have produced the 

gre a t r e l i g i o n s . . . . . t h i s i s a comparatively 

new view of h i s t o r y and of r e v e l a t i o n . [ 4 7 ] 

The immediate question which s p r i n g s to mind i s s How f a r d i d 
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N e i l l a t t h i s time accept such, a wide view of God's work i n the 

world? 

I n a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y s c h o l a r l y f a s h i o n he avoids 

prematurely answering t h i s question. I n s t e a d , f o r the sake of 

c l a r i t y he attempts to d e f i n e i n what context the words " S p i r ­

i t " and " C h r i s t " should be used. I n t e r e s t i n g l y , the s t a t e d 

foundation f o r h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of these words i s the New 

Testament. His d e s i r e f o r p r e c i s i o n as a l i n g u i s t and t r a n s l a ­

t o r combine here w i t h h i s u l t i m a t e a u t h o r i t y bases the C h r i s ­

t i a n S c r i p t u r e s . T h i s a r t i c l e , however, i s not a c a r e f u l exe-

g e t i c a l work upon these t e x t s , i t i s r a t h e r an attempt to 

counter what N e i l l sees as t h e o l o g i c a l i m p r e c i s i o n . 

His reading of the New Testament leads him to conclude 

t h a t the " S p i r i t now means the S p i r i t of the r i s e n J e s u s " . As 

the S p i r i t i s l o c a t e d p r i m a r i l y w i t h i n the C h r i s t i a n 

community, then w r i t e r s should avoid u s i n g " S p i r i t " i n a wider 

more i n c l u s i v e and u n i v e r s a l i s t i c context.[48] 

At the o u t s e t , t h e r e f o r e , he makes the contentious i d e n t i ­

f i c a t i o n of J e s u s w i t h S p i r i t and appears to confine the work 

of the Holy S p i r i t t o a narrow context. He j u s t i f i e s such an 

approach w i t h a b r i e f summary of the New Testament m a t e r i ­

a l . [49] Such s e l e c t i v e use of the evidence enables him to make 

the l i n k between Jesus and the S p i r i t w i t h g r e a t e r a u t h o r i t y . 

He a l s o has l i t t l e time f o r those who make "u n d i s c r i m i n a t -

ing use of the term C h r i s t " and who say t h a t "we do not go to 

take C h r i s t w i t h us; we go to f i n d him where he has a l r e a d y 

gone before. "[50] As a f i r m counter to such a c l a i m he high-
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l i g h t s the h i s t o r i c a l foundation of t h i s t i t l e s 

C h r i s t i a n i t y was not the triumph of an idea? 

i t was the a f f i r m a t i o n of f a i t h t h a t the 

f i n a l r e v e l a t i o n of God to man had taken 

p l a c e a t a p a r t i c u l a r time and p l a c e , and 

t h a t i t was expressed i n one h i s t o r i c a l 

person and no other. Any attempt to 

separate C h r i s t i a n f a i t h from t h i s h i s t o r i c 

p a s t robs i t of i t s i n t r i n s i c c h a r a c t e r . 

[51] 

As the C h r i s t event was the u l t i m a t e and c o n c l u s i v e r e v e l a t i o n 

f o r W e i l l i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t he give s l i t t l e room f o r 

the ongoing c l e a r r e v e l a t i o n of the S p i r i t e i t h e r w i t h i n or 

without the Church. Once again i t i s i n one sense the s p e c i f i c 

h i s t o r i c a l nature of h i s f a i t h r a t h e r than the continued mani­

f e s t a t i o n s of the S p i r i t which shaped the content of h i s mes­

sage. 

T h i s can f u r t h e r be seen by h i s b e l i e f t h a t the t a s k of 

the C h r i s t i a n Church i s determined by t h i s s p e c i f i c a c t i o n of 

God. Thus the mi s s i o n of the Church i s to "proclaim", "bring", 

"pronounce" and " e x a l t " Jesus C h r i s t w i t h i n the n o n - C h r i s t i a n 

World. The s u r p r i s e i n t h i s s e c t i o n i s t h a t he does not see 

these attempted d e f i n i t i o n s , fundamental b e l i e f s and recommend­

ed a c t i o n s as incompatible with the view t h a t "God may operate 

f a r beyond the l i m i t s of the spoken testimony of the C h r i s t i a n 

Church."[52] Thus such a b e l i e f i n s p e c i f i c h i s t o r i c a l r e v e l a ­

t i o n does not n e c e s s a r i l y exclude a p a r a l l e l understanding of 
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God working e i t h e r through the wider "movements" of h i s t o r y or 

ou t s i d e the l i v e s of i n d i v i d u a l b e l i e v e r s . 

For example, he then d e s c r i b e s with t y p i c a l c l a r i t y J u s t i n 

Martyr's p i c t u r e of "logos spermatikos".[53] He admits t h a t 

f o r many C h r i s t i a n s today, the concept of "the Word i n the 

c h a r a c t e r of the Sower" s e c r e t l y "sowing here and t h e r e seeds 

of d i v i n e t r u t h " i s a t t r a c t i v e . Nevertheless, he u n d e r l i n e s 

t h a t the d i f f i c u l t y i s to f i n d the "appropriate e x p r e s s i o n , i n 

modern terms, f o r such d i v i n e a c t i v i t y . " [ 5 4 ] Once again he i s 

attempting t o t r a n s l a t e t e c h n i c a l and a n c i e n t words i n t o more 

contemporary and a c c e s s i b l e terms, w h i l s t s t i l l holding onto 

t h e i r o r i g i n a l meaning. 

For such a t i t l e , which both avoids confusion and a i d s 

understanding, he suggests the word "Wisdom". W h i l s t he does 

c i t e Proverbs 8 he u l t i m a t e l y t u r n s to the Apocrypha to support 

h i s c a se. S p e c i f i c a l l y , he quotes the Wisdom of Solomon where 

Wisdom i s d e s c r i b e d as "the f l a w l e s s m i r r o r of the a c t i v e power 

of God and the image of h i s goodness." (Wisdom 7.26,27? 8.1) 

I t i s debatable whether such imagery would be s u c c e s s f u l i n the 

"modern world" of N a i r o b i , but i t i s an imaginative wider use 

of a t i t l e t h a t became p e r s o n i f i e d and e v e n t u a l l y c l o s e l y 

i d e n t i f i e d w i t h the Holy S p i r i t . I t a l s o i l l u s t r a t e s t h a t he 

was not bound by the p r o t e s t a n t canon of s c r i p t u r e when i t 

came to e i t h e r e x p l a i n i n g or r e s t a t i n g b i b l i c a l or even 

p a t r i s t i c imagery. 

T h i s breadth of v i s i o n can be seen more c l e a r l y when he 

i d e n t i f i e s "what God has Given" outside the C h r i s t i a n communi-
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t y . He notes the Godward movement of simple man? the percep­

t i o n of a d i s t a n t God, the d i s t i n c t i o n between r i g h t and wrong 

and a g e n e r a l b e l i e f i n immortality as p o t e n t i a l points of 

c o n t a c t . I n s h o r t , such b e l i e f s ensure t h a t t h e r e i s not a 

"vacuum" when i t comes to conversation between C h r i s t i a n or 

Moslem p r o s e l y t i s e r s and t h e i r p o t e n t i a l c o n v e r t s . [ 5 5 ] 

N e i l l here shows once again the p r i o r i t y he puts upon 

mission. He appears to p l a c e l i t t l e s i g n i f i c a n c e upon the 

c r e a t i v e power of God, and i n s t e a d , by f o c u s s i n g on m i s s i o n , he 

i m p l i c i t l y emphasizes the importance of redemption. I n other-

words, N e i l l i m p l i c i t l y i d e n t i f i e s the S p i r i t ' s work more 

c l o s e l y w i t h Jesus the Saviour than God the Creator. 

Furthermore, he p o i n t s the s p o t l i g h t p r i m a r i l y upon be­

l i e f s r a t h e r than a c t i o n s . I t could be i n f e r r e d from t h i s 

a r t i c l e t h a t he saw the S p i r i t mostly shaping i d e a s . For some 

N e i l l admits t h a t these b a s i c b e l i e f s have the p o t e n t i a l to a i d 

the r e c e p t i o n of the C h r i s t i a n message. 

He does not argue t h a t such a p o s s i b l e a i d to e x p r e s s i o n 

n e c e s s a r i l y p o i n t s t o the S p i r i t ' s works 

I t does not f o l l o w , however, t h a t i t can be 

concluded from t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y of 

communication t h a t these elements of 

r e l i g i o n can a t once be taken as evidence of 

the Holy Wisdom of God a t work preparing the 

way f o r the coming of the f u l l e r l i g h t of 

C h r i s t . [ 5 6 ] 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y , he t u r n s to e m p i r i c a l observation to question 
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the b e l i e f i n such " p r e p a r a t i o evangelica" p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s . 

He argues t h a t , as the v a s t m a j o r i t y of converts r a d i c a l l y 

r e j e c t t h e i r o l d ways when they become C h r i s t i a n s , such a 

b e l i e f i n the preparatory work of the Holy S p i r i t must be 

f u r t h e r questioned. He avoids g i v i n g a c o n c l u s i v e answer to 

the " d e l i c a t e t h e o l o g i c a l question" of "how f a r the Holy S p i r i t 

i s preparing the minds of men f o r the r e c e p t i o n of the C h r i s ­

t i a n message?" 

Once again the terms of N e i l l ' s argument r e s t upon the 

assumption t h a t conversion i s the u l t i m a t e goal of the Holy 

S p i r i t . The weakness here i s t h a t e t h i c a l q u a l i t i e s or c r e a ­

t i v e a b i l i t i e s a r e not mentioned, and probably not perceived by 

N e i l l as examples of the "Holy S p i r i t i n the Non-Christian 

World". 

I n s t e a d , he p l a c e s more importance upon the "immense 

t r a v a i l and r e c o n s t r u c t i o n t h a t i s e v i d e n t among the non-

C h r i s t i a n peoples of the World."[57] He recognizes the impact 

of communication and t r a v e l developments upon the ferment of 

i d e a s , but u l t i m a t e l y , and some would say a r r o g a n t l y , he p o i n t s 

to the work of the Holy S p i r i t i n the Church as the cause of 

the "process of q u i e t i n n e r c o nfrontation" going on w i t h i n 

" r e l i g i o n s , p s e u d o - r e l i g i o n s and counter r e l i g i o n s " . [ 5 8 ] Thus 

w h i l s t N e i l l again narrows the work of the Holy S p i r i t to a 

questioning, almost i n t e r r o g a t i n g , r o l e w i t h i n n o n - C h r i s t i a n 

f a i t h s , he does a t l e a s t recognise His presence. 

N e i l l does attempt to balance t h i s almost i c o n o c l a s t i c , 

even d e s t r u c t i v e , r o l e of the S p i r i t w ith an emphasis upon the 
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work of the S p i r i t through humble and expectant "dialogue". 

This statement attempts to point h i s readers to a more p o s i t i v e 

r e c o g n i t i o n of the "operation of the Holy S p i r i t f a r beyond the 

l i m i t s of the e x i s t i n g C h r i s t i a n churches."[59] 

Nevertheless h i s Conclusion makes i t c l e a r where he 

b e l i e v e s the Holy S p i r i t p r i m a r i l y works. On the b a s i s of p a s t 

a c t i v i t y he argues t h a t i t has "almost always been through the 

presence of the Church, through an uncompromising w i t n e s s to 

Jesus C h r i s t , through h u m i l i t y and s e r v i c e . . . " t h a t the Holy 

S p i r i t has been a b l e to break through the hardness of the human 

hea r t . [60] 

N e i l l ' s argument u l t i m a t e l y demonstrates t h a t he was con­

t i n u i n g t o work w i t h a C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c model, even when he was 

d i s c u s s i n g the "Holy S p i r i t i n the Non-Christian World". Both 

the s t a r t i n g p o i n t and c e n t r e point of the new work of the 

S p i r i t was l o c a t e d not i n the "wider movements of h i s t o r y " , but 

r a t h e r i n the person of Jesus C h r i s t . He i s the c a t a l y s t f o r 

t h i s new work and ensuing communication. I t i s as i f the stone 

of C h r i s t drops i n t o the pool of h i s t o r y and r i p p l e s out by the 

S p i r i t through the Church t o the n o n - C h r i s t i a n world. 

Th i s model, which p l a c e s much emphasis upon the redemptive 

a c t i v i t y of the S p i r i t , c a s t s a shadow over the c o n t r a s t i n g 

model, which u n d e r l i n e s the c r e a t i v e power of S p i r i t . I t 

seems, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t w h i l s t N e i l l puts much emphasis upon 

"dialogue" and humble l i s t e n i n g , he l o c a t e s the primary work of 

the S p i r i t w i t h i n the C h r i s t i a n world. 

The S p i r i t i s , i n the eyes of N e i l l , working o u t s i d e the 
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w a l l s of Christendom, but t o ' d i s c e r n the nature and whereabouts 

of t h i s a c t i v i t y i s a h i g h l y complex t a s k . This d i f f i c u l t y of 

discernment may f u r t h e r e x p l a i n why he continued to put so much 

emphasis upon both the teaching and the study of the h i s t o r i c a l 

foundations of the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . The f a c t , however, t h a t 

the S p i r i t was working u n i v e r s a l l y may a l s o p a r t l y e x p l a i n why 

N e i l l i n c l u d e d the study of A f r i c a n t r a d i t i o n s i n h i s 

s y l l a b u s e s i n N a i r o b i . 

I n s h o r t , t h i s a r t i c l e f e e l s l i k e the product of a mis­

si o n a r y attempting to see whether and how the Holy S p i r i t 

i n t e r a c t s w i t h the n o n - C h r i s t i a n world. Unlike many contempo­

r a r y theologians N e i l l d i d not c i t e numerous e t h i c a l or p o l i t ­

i c a l trends as s i g n s of t h i s a c t i v i t y . I n s t e a d h i s major 

t h r u s t was t o i l l u s t r a t e how, borrowing John T a y l o r ' s t i t l e , 

The Go between God was not simply an i n s p i r a t i o n f o r the ex­

p r e s s i o n of a C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c f a i t h , but a l s o the f o r c e by 

which i t could be e f f e c t i v e l y communicated. 

T h i s chapter has demonstrated how, on one l e v e l , N e i l l 

worked p r i m a r i l y as a p r o f e s s o r . He was a s u c c e s s f u l , popular 

and hard-working academic who l a i d the foundations f o r a r e ­

spected department. 

On another l e v e l , however, h i s work as a bishop, h i s 

c u l t u r a l q u estionings as a w r i t e r , h i s r e f l e c t i o n s as a t h e o l o ­

gian combined w i t h h i s t y p i c a l f r e n e t i c a c t i v i s m h i n t a t a man 

p a s s i o n a t e l y committed to help bring more than j u s t a t h e o l o g i ­

c a l department to l i f e . 

At f i r s t s i g h t i t may be hard to d i s c e r n a c l e a r r e l a -
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t i o n s h i p between h i s four r o l e s i n Nairobi. Nevertheless, the 

focus of h i s w r i t i n g s on the r e l a t i o n s h i p between Gospel and 

Cu l t u r e , as w e l l as the Holy S p i r i t and the Non-Christian world 

point towards a s u r p r i s i n g l y simple i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of N e i l l ' s 

l i f e and work i n N a i r o b i . Here was a C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c m i s s i o n ­

ary, who '. ohys lAJwe. a_ utelL JUa&evWL |W^3£©ta3ii_ /v&lfc . 

227 



Footnotes on Chapter E i g h t 

I s S . C . N e i l l , God's Apprentice. ed.E.M.Jackson (London? Hodder 
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Chapter 9s Oxford Days, The L a s t Lap (1973-84) 

T h i s chapter w i l l begin by b r i e f l y o u t l i n i n g W e i l l ' s 

a c t i v i t i e s during h i s b e l a t e d "retirement". Secondly, i t w i l l 

d e s c r i b e a number of r e c u r r i n g themes found w i t h i n h i s work a t 

t h i s time. T h i r d l y , a u n i f y i n g t o p i c w i l l be i d e n t i f i e d and 

then analysed. F o u r t h l y , and i n more d e t a i l , the methodology 

of N e i l l as an h i s t o r i a n and a p o l o g i s t w i l l be once again be 

i n d i v i d u a l l y a s s e s s e d . F i n a l l y and b r i e f l y , the primary e x p l a ­

nation of both "What?" and "How?" he expressed himself w i l l 

again be h i g h l i g h t e d . The aim of t h i s chapter, t h e r e f o r e , i s 

not simply t o examine and d e s c r i b e h i s work i n Oxford, but 

a l s o t o d i s c e r n h i s primary motivation. 

On l e a v i n g N a i r o b i i n 1973 he embarked on a period of 

t r a v e l . He spent s i x months teaching i n the A s i a n U n i v e r s i t y 

a t W e s t v i l l e , near Durban i n N a t a l , covering f o r a f r i e n d who 

was completing a book. Afterwards he even allowed himself a 

period of t r a v e l , e x p l o r i n g v a r i o u s P a c i f i c i s l a n d s . 

He f i n a l l y s e t t l e d a t W y c l i f f e H a l l , seen by some as the 

b a s t i o n of i n t e l l e c t u a l e v a n g e l i c a l i s m i n Oxford, where the 

then P r i n c i p a l i n v i t e d him t o s t a y . T h i s was N e i l l ' s base f o r 

the l a s t decade of h i s l i f e . W h i l s t there he was mentor or 

f a t h e r - f i g u r e to many of the students, who speak of h i s 

h o s p i t a l i t y and warm p a s t o r a l i n t e r e s t i n t h e i r l i v e s . He 

continued to be p r o l i f i c i n h i s w r i t i n g , producing half-a-dozen 

books and over twice the number of a r t i c l e s . 
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His magnum, opus came to shape i n the form of The H i s t o r y 

of the Church i n I n d i a . P a r t One. (1984) P a r t Two was published 

posthumously i n 1986. P a r t Three was unf o r t u n a t e l y never com­

pl e t e d s he t o l d the t a l e only up to the Great Mutiny i n the 

1850's. At h i s death on 20th J u l y 1984 an e a r l i e r p a r t of the 

manuscript was found a t h i s s i d e i n W y c l i f f e H a l l . Neverthe­

l e s s , P a r t 1 and 2 remain as the d e f i n i t i v e work i n t h i s a r e a , 

and i n the eyes of t h i s reader the most impressive p i e c e of 

s c h o l a r l y r e s e a r c h by N e i l l . 

As a t r a v e l l e r he continued to cover thousands of m i l e s . 

He made r e g u l a r t r i p s to the United S t a t e s , e s p e c i a l l y Y a l e 

D i v i n i t y School where he was appointed a V i s i t i n g Fellow, as 

w e l l as o c c a s i o n a l s o r t e e s to Southern A f r i c a , I n d i a , Egypt, 

the Continent -and even Bermuda« There i s a f e e l i n g of conti n u ­

ous, f r e n e t i c a c t i v i t y running through h i s r e g u l a r 

n e w s l e t t e r . [ 1 ] 

The reason f o r such t r i p s v a r i e d ; r e s e a r c h demands, 

preaching engagements,. and most f r e q u e n t l y teaching or l e c t u r ­

i n g . These f a c t o r s combined to encourage t h i s man, who needed 

l i t t l e encouragement, to t r a v e l overseas. As a Canon of J e r u ­

salem f o r the E p i s c o p a l Church he a l s o f r e q u e n t l y made t r i p s to 

the Middle E a s t . [ 2 ] Even i n h i s s e v e n t i e s he s t i l l d i s p l a y e d 

t h a t c e a s e l e s s energy which c h a r a c t e r i s e d h i s work as a Bishop 

i n I n d i a . 

a) Man of Many Themes 

Fa r from hampering h i s range of academic knowledge, h i s 

t r a v e l s appear to have f u r t h e r widened h i s horizons. As a t 
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T i n n e v e l l y , the range of t o p i c s he attempted to communicate i s 

staggering. There a r e , however, a number of r e c u r r i n g themes 

i n both h i s l e c t u r e s and w r i t i n g . The t i t l e of one a r t i c l e 

w r i t t e n i n 1982 contai n s the key elements. "A H i s t o r i c a l 

understanding of the evan g e l i c a l / e c u m e n i c a l dialogue i n World 

M i s s i o n s " . [ 3 ] The study of h i s t o r y , the brin g i n g of under­

standing, the advancement of ecumenism, the furtherance of 

genuine dialogue, and the development of World Mission were the 

key s t r a n d s w i t h i n N e i l l ' s work a t t h i s time. T h i s can be 

i l l u s t r a t e d by a b r i e f survey of h i s e f f o r t s during t h i s f i n a l 

decade. 

F i r s t , h i s p a s s i o n f o r h i s t o r y can be seen both e x p l i c i t l y 

i n h i s work on I n d i a c i t e d e a r l i e r , as w e l l as numerous l e c ­

t u r e s on Church h i s t o r y , and i m p l i c i t l y i n the co n c l u s i o n of 

h i s own s e l f - h i s t o r y i n the shape of h i s Autobiography. 

Secondly, t h a t was a d e s i r e to br i n g "understanding", 

which can be seen once again i n h i s continued goal of 

improving higher t h e o l o g i c a l education,[4] as w e l l as h i s own 

continued "eager d e s i r e to know - about a whole l o t of 

d i f f e r e n t t h i n g s " . [ 5 ] His t h i r s t f o r knowledge was expressed 

i n h i s own r e s e a r c h , i n t h i s reading and i n h i s encounters with 

o t h e r s . Throughout h i s l i f e he remained a h i s t o r i a n w i t h a 

continuous d r i v e to explore, and a teacher with a p a r a l l e l 

yearning to teach. 

T h i r d l y , h i s "ecumenical" hopes, which were born amidst 

h i s e x periences of S.C.M., nurtured through h i s work i n both 

I n d i a and w i t h the W.C.C. i n Geneva, and now had grown to 
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r e a l i s t i c m a t u r i t y i n the f a c e ' of "Ecumenical I l l u s i o n " . [6] 

T h i s i s made most e x p l i c i t i n h i s work S a l v a t i o n Tomorrow. 

F o u r t h l y , h i s commitment to "dialogue" with other f a i t h s 

[7] which i s demonstrated i n h i s r a d i c a l l y reworked book C h r i s ­

t i a n F a i t h and Other F a i t h s renamed as C r i s e s ^ of B e l i e f , and 

h i s t y p i c a l l y rounded argument f o r The Supremacy of J e s u s . 

F i f t h l y , h i s continued i n t e r e s t i n World Mission, which i s 

h i g h l i g h t e d not simply by h i s involvement i n a mission a t Y a l e 

and sermons whose obvious purpose was to s t i m u l a t e 

evangelism,[8] but a l s o by books or a r t i c l e s such as "Mission 

i n the E i g h t i e s " . [ 9 ] 

b) His C e n t r a l Theme 

T h i s f i n a l s t r a n d c o n t a i n s a c l u e to the c e n t r a l theme 

which u n d e r l i e s a l l h i s work, whether as a h i s t o r i a n , t e a c h e r , 

ecumenist, a p o l o g i s t or missionary. N e i l l argued i n "Mission 

i n the E i g h t i e s " t h a t during h i s l i f e - t i m e t h ere had been two 

major s h i f t s i n the C h r i s t i a n World. F i r s t , an i n c r e a s e i n 

numbers of C h r i s t i a n churches and secondly a s h i f t i n the 

c e n t r e of c o n t r o l to t h i r d - w o r l d churches. A f r i c a n Churches, 

f o r example, were not only growing a t a staggering r a t e , but 

were a l s o now governed p r i m a r i l y by indigenous l e a d e r s . T h i s 

o p t i m i s t i c opening i s then q u a l i f i e d by a rigorous c r i t i q u e of 

the dangers of W e s t e r n i s a t i o n . Once again he emphasizes the 

importance of both e f f e c t i v e T h i r d World education and dialogue 

with other r e l i g i o n s . 

The climax of t h i s argument, c h a r a c t e r i s e d by these f a m i l ­

i a r themes, i s s i g n i f i c a n t l y not to focus upon the changing 
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world, but r a t h e r a s i n g l e f i x e d points 

Many th i n g s change. E s s e n t i a l l y the task 

f o r a l l the churches remains the same. As a 

g r e a t m i s s i o n a r y expressed i t i n I n d i a two 

generations agos "The aim of a l l your 

preaching must be t h a t your hearers get a 

c l e a r p i c t u r e of Jesus C h r i s t . " . , . . . The 

v i t a l t h i n g i s t h a t we should recover our 

c e n t e r i n C h r i s t , however l i t t l e of him we 

may a c t u a l l y know.[10] 

The "great m i s s i o n a r y " i s i n a l l p r o b a b i l i t y N e i l l ' s e a r l y 

mentor i n I n d i a , S t a n l e y Jones. For N e i l l the context w i t h i n 

which the church i s communicating i s always changing, but a t 

the h e a r t of the message a C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c r e a l i t y must remain. 

I t seems, however, t h a t there i s a r e a l t e n s i o n here. On 

the one hand, t h e r e - i s the p r e s e n t a t i o n of a message rooted i n 

the f i r s t century, and on the other, a knowledge of C h r i s t i n 

an ever-changing p l u r a l i s t i c world. The p r e c i s e nature of t h i s 

t e n s i o n can be seen more c l e a r l y seen by the way i n which N e i l l 

entered the "Myth of God" Debate. 

His most p e r s u a s i v e c o n t r i b u t i o n to t h i s debate comes not 

i n h i s two chapters i n The Truth of God (1977), but r a t h e r i n 

h i s a r t i c l e on Myth and Truth. Here i n h i s t y p i c a l l y j u d i c i o u s 

and c o n c i l i a t o r y f a s h i o n he r i g o r o u s l y r e j e c t s , s u b t l y q u a l i ­

f i e s and even humbly accepts some aspects of the arguments 

found w i t h i n The Myth of God I n c a r n a t e . 

F i r s t , he r e c o g n i s e s the v a r i e t y of C h r i s t o l o g i e s found 
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w i t h i n the New Testament. He uses t h i s , however, as p o s i t i v e 

evidence of "the enormous c r e a t i v e a b i l i t y " which even i n i t s 

d i v e r s i t y converged towards the view t h a t "the e t e r n a l became 

one of us and l i v e d our l i f e . " [ 1 1 ] I n N e i l l ' s eyes the s e l e c ­

t i o n and formation of the canon was determined by the e x p e r i ­

ence of the f i r s t generation of b e l i e v e r s . He i s not s p e c i f i c 

as to the ex a c t nature of t h i s experience, but i t i s f a i r to 

assume from the context t h a t he i s r e f e r r i n g to t h e i r r e f l e c ­

t i o n upon the "saying and doing of t h i s obscure G a l i l e a n c a r ­

penter" who "abolished death and brought l i f e " . [ 1 2 ] 

Secondly, he defends the "achievement of the F a t h e r s " i n 

s e t t i n g out the parameters w i t h i n which t h e o l o g i c a l i n v e s t i g a ­

t i o n should take p l a c e . He i s not, however, without c r i t i c i s m 

of some of t h e i r b e l i e f s . Once again he questions the S t o i c 

i d e a l of Apatheia. N e i l l uses a s o p h i s t i c a t e d l i n g u i s t i c 

argument, based upon the v a r i e t y of meanings of t h i s word, to 

demonstrate t h a t God could "choose" to c r e a t e something o u t s i d e 

himself w i t h the p o t e n t i a l to s u f f e r . On the b a s i s of human 

experience " t h a t wherever t h e r e i s love there i s a l s o s u f f e r ­

ing" [13] and as "God i s love", N e i l l b e l i e v e d , l i k e W i l l i a m 

Temple, t h a t "the h e a r t of God d i d break". I n s h o r t God can 

s u f f e r . I f t h a t i s the ca s e , such anthropomorphic language 

a l s o suggests t h a t N e i l l proclaims b e l i e f i n a God who can, 

through the a c t i o n s of h i s Son, change. 

He a l s o avoids answering, what he sees a s , Dr Frances 

Young's " a r t i f i c i a l " question of whether God = J e s u s . 

Instead, i n a r a t h e r condescending fashi o n , he draws upon 
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Moltmann's i n s i g h t i n The C r u c i f i e d God t h a t whatever "the 

Father does the Son a l s o does, and whatever the Son does the 

Father i s a l s o doing".[14] He argues t h a t the a c t i o n s of F a t h e r 

and Son a r e p a r a l l e l i n order to support f u r t h e r h i s case t h a t 

God can s u f f e r . The nature of God's love i s made concrete by 

h i s involvement i n t h a t s u f f e r i n g . Thus "God loved us enough 

to become one of us, and to l i v e without honour, without 

p r i v i l e g e or p r o t e c t i o n , to share with us the lowest 

degradation p o s s i b l e . " [ 1 5 ] 

I t i s c e n t r a l to h i s p o s i t i o n t h a t , i n c o n t r a s t t o Hick 

and company, t h i s statement i s not viewed as p o e t i c metaphor 

or mythology. From h i s reading of h i s t o r y t h e i r b e l i e f i s seen 

to have many s i m i l a r i t i e s w ith the U n i t a r i a n s of the n i n e t e e n t h 

century and v a r i o u s P e l a g i a n s through the ages. P a r t of 

W e i l l ' s technique i s thus to demonstrate t h a t there i s nothing 

r a d i c a l l y new i n t h e i r argument. Nevertheless, he a c c e p t s 

"these w r i t e r s a r e p e r f e c t l y c o r r e c t i n s t a t i n g t h a t the Church 

has always been so much i n danger of exaggerating the d i v i n e 

Jesus as to l o s e s i g h t of h i s t r u e humanity."[16] 

He i s , however, unable to accept t h i s as an adequate 

Ch r i s t o l o g y , f o r i t i s c l e a r , though not e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e d , 

that N e i l l works w i t h i n a framework which p e r c e i v e s r e v e l a t i o n 

as "the descent of God upon man."[17] I n many ways t h i s C h r i s -

t o l o g i c a l d i s c u s s i o n sheds more l i g h t on N e i l l ' s d o c t r i n e of 

God than h i s d o c t r i n e of Jesus C h r i s t . 

He thus stands by those who see, i n the i n c a r n a t i o n , God 

moving from above, downwards, though not i n a l i t e r a l i s t i c 
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sense. T h i s " t r a d i t i o n a l i s t " viewpoint i s a l s o to be found i n 

a work produced over f o r t y years e a r l i e r , Foundation B e l i e f s . 

I t appears, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t w h i l s t h i s theology of the i n c a r n a ­

t i o n may have expanded and developed, h i s underlying b e l i e f 

t h a t God was u l t i m a t e l y and supremely involved i n the world 

through the i n c a r n a t i o n remains unchanged. 

Never t h e l e s s , he was w e l l aware of the changes w i t h i n the 

s c i e n t i f i c world. Advances, f o r example, w i t h i n the f i e l d of 

psychology unde r l i n e d another weakness w i t h i n p a t r i s t i c t h e o l o ­

gy. Here the l a c k of Greek vocabulary which adequately ex­

presses the i d e a of " p e r s o n a l i t y " leads to the c o n c l u s i o n t h a t 

"we have a tremendous t a s k to c a r r y out i n r e t h i n k i n g a l l our 

Theology i n the knowledge of ours e l v e s t h a t has come to us over 

the l a s t c e n t u r y . " [ 1 8 ] Thus N e i l l appears l i k e a th e o l o g i a n 

who waves the banner of orthodoxy i n one hand, and y e t blows 

the trumpet of advance i n the other. 

T h i s i s most e x p l i c i t l y found i n the f i n a l s e c t i o n of the 

a r t i c l e where he makes a c l e a r d i s t i n c t i o n between two types of 

b e l i e v e r s P e l a g i a n and Augustinian. N e i l l sees h i m s e l f as a 

r a r i t y "Pelagian by nature and Augustinian by grace".[19] He 

argues t h a t both have much to o f f e r and much to l e a r n from each 

other, but i t i s c l e a r t h a t h i s underlying sympathy i s with the 

Augustinian camp. Nev e r t h e l e s s , both here and i n The Truth of 

God I n c a r n a t e h i s hope i s t h a t both s i d e s "may a l l i n the end 

safe w i t h i n the harbours meet."[19] These ecumenical words 

r e f l e c t an o v e r r i d i n g d e s i r e to brin g u n i t y , though not i f i t 

means the surrender of h i s understanding of C h r i s t . The nature 
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and c e n t r a l i t y of t h i s b e l i e f , which echoes throughout h i s 

w r i t i n g , can be f u r t h e r a s c e r t a i n e d by a c a r e f u l study of h i s 

methods and motivation as an h i s t o r i a n and a p o l o g i s t . 

c ) H i s t o r i a n i n Oxford 

I n the same way t h a t N e i l l ' s C h r i s t o l o g y sheds l i g h t on 

h i s d o c t r i n e of God, so a l s o does h i s theology of h i s t o r y c a s t 

f u r t h e r l i g h t upon h i s understanding of both the F a t h e r and the 

Son. I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t , as i t h i g h l i g h t s the a r e a he f e l t 

fundamental to the d i s c u s s i o n , t h a t he p r i m a r i l y debated w i t h 

Hick and company not on the r e l a t i o n s h i p between C h r i s t i a n i t y 

and the g r e a t f a i t h s but r a t h e r on the nature of h i s t o r y and of 

how God a c t s i n h i s t o r y . 

I n h i s chapter on "Jesus and H i s t o r y " i n Truth of God 

Incarnate he argues t h a t ? 

The death of C h r i s t i s the c e n t r a l point of 

H i s t o r y ? here a l l the roads of the past 

converge? hence a l l the roads of the f u t u r e 

d i v e r g e . [ 2 0 ] 

This seminal event, t h e r e f o r e , a c t s l i k e a funnel i n any i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n of h i s t o r y . Or to change the metaphor, the P a s s i o n 

i s the p i v o t of h i s t o r y . I t i s not immediately obvious upon 

what b a s i s he makes such an e x t r a o r d i n a r y claim, or how " a l l 

the roads of the p a s t converge" and "future diverge". Nonethe­

l e s s , the i m p l i c i t assumption, throughout t h i s chapter i s t h a t 

at the c e n t r e of h i s t o r y i s the I n c a r n a t i o n and a t the c e n t r e 

of the I n c a r n a t i o n i s the death of C h r i s t . 
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Combine these b e l i e f s w ith Nei'll's view of h i s t o r y as 

"unique, u n p r e d i c t a b l e , u n a l t e r a b l e and i r r e v e r s i b l e " [ 2 1 ] , and 

i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g he put so much emphasis upon t h i s one 

event s i n c e i t i s i n the " u n a l t e r a b l e and i r r e v e r s i b l e " p a s t . 

His argument i s not simply a r h e t o r i c a l device to persuade h i s 

readers to b e l i e v e i n the "Truth of God I n c a r n a t e " , i t i s a l s o 

an attempt t o show how the experience of C h r i s t today i s rooted 

i n the J e s u s of H i s t o r y . As he viewed h i s t o r y as l i t e r a l l y 

C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c , then i t should be asked whether t h i s b e l i e f 

was the o v e r r i d i n g reason f o r h i s work as a h i s t o r i a n . 

I n H i s t o r y of the Church i n I n d i a ( P a r t 1 ) , f o r example, 

he begins by o u t l i n i n g w i t h apparent, balance and f a i r n e s s the 

v a r i e t y of r e l i g i o u s h e r i t a g e s of I n d i a . He then puts them 

w i t h i n t h e i r g e o g r a p h i c a l , p o l i t i c a l and h i s t o r i c a l c o n t e x t s . 

Furthermore,, he encourages h i s readers to recognise the s c a n t i ­

ness of evidence f o r a v a r i e t y of w e l l - l o v e d t r a d i t i o n s , such 

as the s t o r y of Thomas. He a l s o d e l i g h t s throughout both P a r t 

1 and P a r t 2 i n i n t r o d u c i n g a s e r i e s of unknowns, from the f o r ­

gotten F r a n c i s c a n named John to Jordanus, "a sober and unemo­

t i o n a l c h r o n i c l e r . " [ 2 2 ] 

The main t h r u s t of the book, however, i s to p l o t the 

course of the Church i n I n d i a . On f i r s t reading i t comes 

across as a w e l l - r e s e a r c h e d , b e a u t i f u l l y - w r i t t e n and persua­

s i v e l y argued h i s t o r i c a l account of t h i s s u b j e c t . For exam­

p l e , he argues t h a t the h i s t o r i a n who d e a l s with the Roman 

C a t h o l i c Church i n I n d i a i n the seventeenth and eighteenth 

c e n t u r i e s " i s faced a t o u t s e t by a grave d i f f i c u l t y " . There 
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does not e x i s t "an o r d e r l y and s y s t e m a t i c account of 

H i s t o r y " . [ 2 3 ] I n t h i s i n s t a n c e , as so o f t e n , he i s c l e a r l y 

attempting to make a c o n t r i b u t i o n to h i s t o r i c a l study. I n 

s h o r t , here i s a h i g h l y s c h o l a r l y p i e c e of academic work, which 

appears to owe l i t t l e of i t s o r i g i n to N e i l l ' s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c 

view of h i s t o r y . 

A c l o s e r examination of N e i l l ' s methodology suggests t h a t 

he was n e i t h e r motivated by a s c h o l a r l y t h i r s t f o r knowledge 

nor the hope of academic r e c o g n i t i o n . F i r s t , h i s emphasis upon 

i n d i v i d u a l s i l l u s t r a t e s not simply h i s passionate b e l i e f t h a t 

h i s t o r y i s "about people" and "what they b e l i e v e " [ 2 4 ] , but a l s o 

how he once again uses the l i v e s of s a i n t s (and s i n ­

n e r s ) to teach the Church today. 

For example, N e i l l ' s graphic d e s c r i p t i o n s of F r a n c i s 

X a v i e r . and his.companions -as "true s e r v a n t s of C h r i s t i n t h e i r 

c e a s e l e s s c a r e f o r the s i c k and f o r the dying" [25] reads l i k e 

an encouragement to c a r e . Or h i s p o r t r a y a l of Robert de N o b i l i 

whose f l e x i b i l i t y w ith Western custom, h i s studying and produc­

t i o n of the Gospel i n I n d i a n terms appears to be recorded as a 

s u b t l e encouragement to h i s readers to a c t s i m i l a r l y i n t h e i r 

own context. 

Secondly, t h i s d i d a c t i c element extends to h i s a n a l y s i s of 

of the v a r y i n g types of m i s s i o n a r y methods. Both su c c e s s e s and 

f a i l u r e s a r e p l o t t e d . Another r e c u r r i n g theme i s the degree 

of s e n s i t i v i t y and f l e x i b i l i t y towards the indigenous c u l t u r e 

and r e c i p i e n t s of the message. Thus, on the one hand, the 

Portugese C a t h o l i c s a r e i m p l i c i t l y applauded f o r the way i n 
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which they worked w i t h a " p r i m a r i l y i l l i t e r a t e population." 

They made use of images, p i c t u r e s , processions and splendour of 

l i t u r g i c a l ceremonial.[26] 

On the other hand, however, they were e x p l i c i t l y 

c r i t i c i s e d f o r t h e i r i n a b i l i t y to surmount one of "the 

p r i n c i p a l o b s t a c l e s " t o s u c c e s s f u l evangelism? t h i s was "the 

t o t a l or almost t o t a l ignorance of Hinduism i n which the 

Portuguese had l i v e d f o r s i x t y y e a r s . " [ 2 7 ] N e i l l i s aiming a t , 

and often achieves o b j e c t i v i t y i n h i s accounts. N e v e r t h e l e s s , 

what he s e l e c t s to w r i t e about, which f u r t h e r demonstrates the 

importance he p l a c e s upon mission and the growth of the church, 

h i g h l i g h t s h i s hope t h a t the "darkness of c e n t u r i e s would be 

brought to an end by the p e n e t r a t i o n of the l i g h t of 

C h r i s t . " [ 2 8 ] 

Once again N e i l l not only uses h i s t o r y to t r y both to 

change and to teach the Church today, but a l s o to e x p l a i n i t s 

present s i t u a t i o n . T h i s t h i r d r h e t o r i c a l use of h i s t o r y can be 

seen, f o r example, i n h i s handling of the Synod of Diamper. 

The question debated was whether t h e r e was any v a l i d i t y i n 

Canon Law. T h i s seventeenth-century debate "sowed the seeds of 

d i s s e n s i o n s and d i v i s i o n s - d i v i s i o n s which up to the time of 

w r i t i n g have not been healed."[29] I f such l e s s o n s of h i s t o r y 

were taken s e r i o u s l y , then the study of h i s t o r y could be a 

cohesive f o r c e r a t h e r than simply an i n t e r p r e t a t i v e d e v i c e . 

N e i l l d i d not s o l e l y confine h i s use of h i s t o r y as a 

hermeneutic t o o l to understanding the I n d i a n Church. I n a 

s e r i e s of modern Church h i s t o r y l e c t u r e s he began h i s t h i r d 

244 



s e s s i o n , on "The Oxford Movement", by s t r e s s i n g how "important 

i t was f o r Anglicans to understand" hows 

H i s t o r y i s not simply Antiquarian, looking 

back to the p a s t . I t i s more i n t e r e s t i n g i f 

we see the pa s t i n r e l a t i o n to today. Why 

we a r e where we are? and to some extent how 

we got h e r e ? [ 3 0 ] 

Add these comments to h i s treatment of the Synod of Diamper and 

i t i s c l e a r t h i s method of i n t e r p r e t i n g past events i n order to 

understand and e x p l a i n present s i t u a t i o n s was another o b j e c t i v e 

upon N e i l l ' s w r i t i n g of h i s t o r y . I n the same way i n which he 

worked i n Anglicanism (1958), he attempted to r a t i o n a l i s e the 

present by looking to the p a s t . [ 3 1 ] 

To change, to teach, to e x p l a i n and f o u r t h l y , to r e c o r d 

f o r the purpose of encouragement, r e f l e c t some of the ways i n 

which N e i l l used h i s t o r y . T h i s f o u r t h goal can be seen by h i s 

frequent r e t e l l i n g of the s t o r y of l e s s well-known C h r i s t i a n s . 

I n h i s eyes i t i s they who keep the church goings 

I n h i s t o r y the doings of p r e l a t e s and of the 

great ones of the e a r t h tend t o be recorded 

a t i n o r d i n a t e length..... but i t i s the 

ignorant, untutored and y e t f a i t h f u l who 

hold the church together.[32] 

T h i s i s r e f l e c t e d through both P a r t 1 and 2 as he p r e s e r v e s or 

r e v i v e s the memory of unnoticed or forgotten l i v e s . 

I n P a r t 2, published posthumously, t h i s i s s k i l f u l l y 

accentuated by h i s d e s c r i p t i o n of the movement "towards an 
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Indian Church",(Chapter 17). His b e l i e f i s t h a t "the s t o r y of 

C h r i s t i a n i t y i n I n d i a must p r i m a r i l y be the s t o r y of I n d i a n s 

becoming C h r i s t i a n s . " [ 3 3 ] W h i l s t h i s e c c l e s i o l o g y was founded 

i n the m i s s i o n a r y purpose of the Church, h i s recording of 

h i s t o r y a l s o looked forward to the futures s p e c i f i c a l l y the 

f u r t h e r growth and f u l l e r i n t e g r a t i o n of the Indian Church. 

Thus he a l s o wrote h i s t o r y i n the b e l i e f t h a t i f one 

understands what has been, and what i s , then one can perhaps 

a l s o see more c l e a r l y what ought to be. 

These four i n t e r l o c k i n g uses of h i s t o r y shed l i g h t on 

N e i l l ' s own understanding and pragmatic use of h i s t o r y . T h i s 

pragmatism may have i n f l u e n c e d h i s s e l e c t i v i t y , but i t does not 

appear t o have l e d to h i s t o r i c a l compromise. For N e i l l "one of 

the major t a s k s of h i s t o r i c a l s c i e n c e i s the p a t i e n t r e p l a c e ­

ment of mythology by s c i e n t i f i c a l l y - e s t a b l i s h e d f a c t . " [ 3 4 ] 

This i m p r e s s i v e statement can be seen being put i n t o p r a c t i c e 

i n both the i n t r i c a t e footnotes of h i s Indian h i s t o r y and h i s 

endless t r a v e l s to numerous l i b r a r i e s to v e r i f y r e f e r e n c e s . 

He was a l s o , t h e r e f o r e , i n the business of demythologiza-

t i o n . I n h i s Autobiography, f o r example, N e i l l argued t h a t 

"History i s the g r e a t d e s t r o y e r of Myths.... f o r i f they d i s ­

covered the bones (of J e s u s ) . . . . I would cease to be a 

worshipping C h r i s t i a n . " [ 3 5 ] Thus the h i s t o r i c a l f a c t of the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n appears to v i n d i c a t e the death of C h r i s t . I t i s on 

t h i s b a s i s , r e t u r n i n g to an e a r l i e r argument, t h a t N e i l l i s 

able to argue t h a t the death of C h r i s t i s a t the c e n t r e of 

h i s t o r y . I t i s f o r t h i s reason t h a t the h i s t o r i c a l foundations 
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of C h r i s t i a n i t y are f a r more s i g n i f i c a n t f o r W e i l l ' s f a i t h 

than f o r Bultmann and h i s d i s c i p l e s . Even though he admits 

" h i s t o r y cannot produce f a i t h , i t can serve to undermine 

i t , " [ 3 6 ] he continued to see h i s own process of demythologizing 

i n a f a r more p o s i t i v e and e d i f y i n g l i g h t than the work of 

Bultmann.[37] 

Never t h e l e s s , i t i s o v e r s t r e t c h i n g the evidence a v a i l a b l e 

to make too t i g h t a l i n k between N e i l l ' s h i g h l i g h t i n g of God's 

s p e c i f i c i n t e r v e n t i o n i n h i s t o r y and h i s more general and prag­

matic approach which uses h i s t o r y as a t o o l to persuade, teach, 

e x p l a i n or encourage. Or i n the words of L i g h t f o o t , c i t e d by 

N e i l l i n an i n t e r v i e w i n the United S t a t e s , he was prepared to 

use h i s t o r y as a " c o r d i a l f o r dropping S a i n t s . " [ 3 8 ] As both 

f o r t y y e a r s e a r l i e r i n I n d i a and twenty y e a r s before i n Germa­

ny, behind t h i s method appears to be a wider view of God's 

working and i n t e r v e n t i o n i n and through h i s t o r y . 

The f a c t t h a t he expends so much e f f o r t i n understanding 

and teaching church h i s t o r y would suggest he b e l i e v e d the 

primary l o c a t i o n of God's a c t i o n i s w i t h i n the C h r i s t i a n commu­

n i t y . But t h i s needs to be q u a l i f i e d by the f a c t he f r e q u e n t l y 

widens the p i c t u r e and d e s c r i b e s the broader context w i t h i n 

which the Church i s s e t . T h i s suggests N e i l l , as with the Holy 

S p i r i t i n our l a s t chapter, d i d not operate with a ghetto- l i k e 

view of h i s t o r y . For him h i s t o r y was s 

the sphere w i t h i n which God i s a t a work. 

T h i s does not mean t h a t he i n t e r f e r e s c a t a -

c l y s m i c a l l y a t c e r t a i n given moments; the 
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whole of h i s t o r y i s the loom of h i s 

weaving.[39] 

This e x p l i c i t statement i l l u s t r a t e s how he had widened h i s 

perception of God's working w i t h i n h i s t o r y s i n c e studying i n 

Cambridge. I t a l s o f u r t h e r e x p l a i n s why he exerted so much 

e f f o r t i n the study and teaching of h i s t o r y . 

At the s t a r t of h i s l e c t u r e on "The Oxford Movement" he 

argues "one cannot separate h i s t o r y from the general h i s t o r y of 

a country and a c i v i l i s a t i o n . " Such a narrow approach to 

h i s t o r y i s "boring", but to see the Church i n r e l a t i o n to "the 

s h i f t i n g c u r r e n t s of n a t i o n a l a f f a i r s " i s both " f a s c i n a t i n g " 

and " i n t e r e s t i n g " , f o r one i s thus able to see the "great p l a n 

of God" working "out through the c e n t u r i e s . " [ 4 0 ] 

His work as a h i s t o r i a n and h i s reason f o r studying 

h i s t o r y sheds f u r t h e r l i g h t on the s o r t of God N e i l l b e l i e v e d 

i n . He was not a God confined to working through the Church, 

nor a God l i m i t e d to s p e c i f i c s u p e r n a t u r a l i n t e r v e n t i o n s i n the 

past. He a l s o was a God who worked through the wider f l u x e s of 

h i s t o r y . 

I n order to f u r t h e r c l a r i f y N e i l l ' s b e l i e f i n both the 

nature of and the d i s t i n c t i o n between God's s p e c i f i c r e v e l a t i o n 

i n Jesus and His wider a c t i o n through the world, i t i s worth 

focussing on N e i l l as an Apologist a t t h i s time. 

d) C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c A p o l o g i s t 

I n t h i s f i n a l decade, N e i l l employed a v a r i e t y of t e c h ­

niques as an a p o l o g i s t f o r the C h r i s t i a n F a i t h . He continued 
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h i s p r o l i f i c work as a l e c t u r e r , preacher, and w r i t e r , [ 4 1 ] The 

p r e c i s e handling and a r t i c u l a t i o n of words continued to be h i s 

major work. These were the t o o l s whereby he sought to promote 

h i s personal c o n v i c t i o n t h a t i n C h r i s t "the t o t a l s t r u c t u r e , 

the inmost r e a l i t y , of the u n i v e r s e was f o r the f i r s t time and 

forever d i s c l o s e d . " [ 4 2 ] T h i s ambitious and u n i v e r s a l i s t i c 

C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c c l a i m i s made c l e a r and extended through a 

number of d i f f e r e n t works. 

From S a l v a t i o n Tomorrow (1976), where he defined " S a l v a ­

t i o n " i n the l i g h t of the d i s c u s s i o n s a t the World C o u n c i l of 

Churches Assembly i n Nairobi 1975 and then a s s e r t e d S a l v a t i o n 

i s u l t i m a t e l y only found i n C h r i s t , f o r he i s not a s a v i o u r , 

but the S a v i o u r [ 4 3 ] ; v i a the C r i s e s of B e l i e f (1984) [ 4 4 ] , 

where he attempted to o b j e c t i v e l y consider and compare the 

great r e l i g i o n s ? to the Supremacy of Jesus ( 1 9 8 4 ) [ 4 5 ] , where he 

contrasted C h r i s t with other c e n t r a l r e l i g i o u s l e a d e r s . 

A C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c theme echoes throughout each of these 

works. T h i s i s the foundation of h i s expression. Such content 

i s balanced by a methodology which i m p l i c i t l y and e x p l i c i t l y 

makes much of the importance of dialogue.[46] 

T h i s s e c t i o n w i l l attempt b r i e f l y to analyse both t h i s 

one common theme and o v e r r i d i n g approach. There i s c l e a r l y a 

tension between such C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c claims and h i s p a r a l l e l 

emphasis upon dialogue. The i n f l u e n c e of these f a c t o r s can be 

seen most c l e a r l y i n C r i s e s of B e l i e f . As mentioned e a r l i e r 

t h i s book was a r a d i c a l l y reworked v e r s i o n of C h r i s t i a n F a i t h 

and Other F a i t h s (1961), [47] As the product of cumulative 
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r e s e a r c h and r e f l e c t i o n , t h i s stands, excluding The H i s t o r y of 

Church i n I n d i a , as the most s i g n i f i c a n t book of h i s f i n a l 

decade. For these reasons i t t h e r e f o r e repays more c a r e f u l 

study than many of h i s l e s s e r works produced a t t h i s time. 

His approach i n t h i s book could be summed up i n t h r e e 

wordss Openness without compromise. Both i n theory and p r a c ­

t i c e he r e i t e r a t e s the appeal to committed "self-exposure"[48] 

to other r e l i g i o u s systems. He i s l e s s i n t e r e s t e d i n academic 

s p a r r i n g and more concerned to promote "engagement, and per­

sonal involvement"[49] w i t h those of other f a i t h s . "We must 

expose o u r s e l v e s , h o n e s t l y and without p r o t e c t i o n , to the 

questions t h a t they may ask of us."[50] T h i s empathic method­

ology i s seen put i n t o p r a c t i c e throughout the book.[51] 

Nevertheless, t h i s openness and descent " i n t o the arena" 

leads i n i t i a l l y to an apparently rigorous questioning, but 

u l t i m a t e l y i t does not appear to provoke a s e r i o u s i n t e r r o g a ­

t i o n of the foundations of C h r i s t i a n i t y . I t could be argued, 

along with J u l i u s L i p n e r i n a subsequent book review, t h a t he 

does not approach C h r i s t i a n i t y w ith a s i m i l a r r i g o u r as w i t h 

other f a i t h s . 

Thus, f o r example, he h i g h l i g h t s a number of " p e r i l s " [ 5 2 ] 

which the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h i n e v i t a b l y passes through "by the 

mere f a c t of l i v i n g i n the world". F i r s t , f a i t h i n a person 

becomes merely communication of d o c t r i n a l formulations.[53] 

Secondly, experience becomes "frozen i n an i n s t i t u t i o n " . [ 5 4 ] 

T h i r d l y , Church l i f e becomes determined by convention and 

conformity, and f i n a l l y C h r i s t i a n i t y becomes i d e n t i f i e d w i t h a 
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p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r e . [ 5 5 ] For N e i l l , however, these four spheres 

of p o s s i b l e developments - dogma, i n s t i t u t i o n , convention and 

c u l t u r e a r e i n e v i t a b l e and can be perceived w i t h i n every r e l i ­

gion o I n s h o r t , he q u a l i f i e s these four p o t e n t i a l a r e a s of 

weakness w i t h i n Christendom by the point t h a t such A c h i l l e s 

h e e l s a r e to be found elsewhere as w e l l . 

Even when he develops the argument and h i g h l i g h t s these 

four spheres as examples of self-imposed c r i t i c i s m s upon C h r i s ­

tendom, they a r e used p o s i t i v e l y to support h i s u l t i m a t e point 

t h a t the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h i s able to stand the t e n s i o n s imposed 

by question and dialogue. He can, f o r example, argue t h a t " i t 

has to be n o t i c e d t h a t t h i s C h r i s t i a n tendency towards s e l f -

c r i t i c i s m and consequent l i b e r a t i o n from the p a s t runs d i r e c t l y 

counter to what i s happening i n many other a r e a s . "[55] Once 

again the charm of dialogue covers a r h e t o r i c a l d e v i c e which 

seeks to advance a r e a l i s t i c , but f a r from over-negative view. 

Ne v e r t h e l e s s , what i s more impressive i s the comprehensive 

nature of questions he f i r e s a t Christendom. Through these 

questions and i n l i n e w ith the other s e c t i o n s he focuses upon 

U n i v e r s a l i t y , Community, S e l f - C r i t i c i s m , New-Light from other 

sources and restatement of the F a i t h . I t i s the f i n a l two 

areas which a r e the most s i g n i f i c a n t f o r t h i s d i s c u s s i o n of the 

content of N e i l l ' s b e l i e f s . 

F i r s t , i n a genuinely open and humble p i e c e he admits t h a t 

even though " a l l t r u t h i s present i n C h r i s t " [ 5 6 ] , c r i t i c s and 

enemies can t e a c h and have taught some " v i t a l t r u t h " t h a t a l l 

the time was unnoticed but " i m p l i c i t i n the l i f e and t e a ching 
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of C h r i s t " . [ 5 7 ] Most s u r p r i s i n g l y , he i l l u s t r a t e s t h i s point 

with a q u a l i f i e d acceptance of what the s e c u l a r f e m i n i s t has 

taught the n a t i o n as to woman's a b i l i t i e s . [ 5 8 ] The i m p l i c a t i o n 

here, however, i s t h a t new l i g h t c a s t s l i g h t upon o l d t r u t h s 

a l r e a d y buried i n C h r i s t . 

T h i s openness extends, secondly, to the r e c a s t i n g and r e ­

statement of C h r i s t i a n t r u t h " i n the l i g h t of new knowledge". 

E a r l i e r he had admitted t h a t i n "1983 we cannot present the 

C h r i s t i a n F a i t h as our predecessors presented i t i n 1883, or 

t h e i r s i n 1783, "[59] but he q u a l i f i e s t h i s w i t h a word of 

caution. For W e i l l t h e r e were c e r t a i n b a s i c c o n v i c t i o n s which 

must be maintained. 

i ) There i s only one God and Creator, from whom a l l 

things take t h e i r o r i g i n . 

i i ) T h i s God i s a s e l f - r e v e a l i n g God, and he himself i s 

a c t i v e i n the knowledge t h a t we have of him. 

i i i ) I n Jesus the f u l l meaning of the l i f e of man, and of 

the purpose of the u n i v e r s e , has been made known. I n him the 

a l i e n a t e d world has been r e c o n c i l e d to God. 

i v ) I n Jesus C h r i s t i a n s see the way i n which they ought 

to l i v e ; h i s l i f e i s the. norm to which they are u n c o n d i t i o n a l l y 

bound. 

v) The Cross of Jesus shows t h a t to f o l l o w h i s way w i l l 

i n e v i t a b l y r e s u l t i n s u f f e r i n g ; t h i s i s n e i t h e r to be resented 

nor to be evaded. 

v i ) The C h r i s t i a n f a i t h may l e a r n much from other f a i t h s ; 

but i t i s u n i v e r s a l i n i t s c l a i m s , i n the end C h r i s t must be 
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acknowledged Lord of a l l . 

v i i ) The death of the body i s not the end. C h r i s t has 

r e v e a l e d the e t e r n a l dimension as the t r u e home of man's 

s p i r i t . [60] 

Each of these statements deserves a t l e a s t a page, but f o r the 

purpose of t h i s d i s c u s s i o n i t i s worth f i r s t n o t i c i n g t h a t t h i s 

does not attempt to be a comprehensive l i s t . Any i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n of these seven b a s i c c o n v i c t i o n s must bear i n mind 

what i t i s s N e i l l ' s fundamental non-negotiables i n the arena 

of dialogue. 

Secondly, t h i s i s h i g h l y C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c , as opposed to a 

t h e o - c e n t r i c creed. Thus J e s u s C h r i s t b r i ngs meaning, purpose, 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , example, submission and u l t i m a t e l y hope. C r i t ­

i c s could argue what he l a c k s i n pneumatology, e c c l e s i o l o g y and 

eschatology he makes up f o r i n h i s C h r i s t o l o g y . Here i n a 

t i g h t l y packed n u t s h e l l i s the h e a r t of N e i l l ' s f a i t h . I t s 

uncompromising d e f i n i t i v e statements stand i n sharp c o n t r a s t 

with a more l i b e r a l approach which puts emphasis upon the 

mystery and d i v e r s i t y of God's r e v e l a t i o n . There i s c e r t a i n l y 

no room f o r Hick's "Copernican r e v o l u t i o n " , which "demands a 

paradigm s h i f t from a C h r i s t i a n i t y - c e n t r e d or J e s u s - centred to 

a God-centred model of the u n i v e r s e of f a i t h s . " [ 6 1 ] 

T h i r d l y , t h e r e appears t o have been l i t t l e major s h i f t 

from h i s c e n t r a l b e l i e f s i n the t h i r t i e s and f o r t i e s . T h i s can 

be seen most c l e a r l y by a comparison between Foundation B e l i e f s 

(1939), B e l i e f s (1942) and these statements. I n t e r e s t i n g l y , i n 

t h i s l a t e r l i s t he focuses upon the c r o s s r a t h e r than the 
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R e s u r r e c t i o n and a l s o omits any r e f e r e n c e to the Holy S p i r i t , 

though admittedly the Holy S p i r i t r e c e i v e s a b r i e f treatment i n 

both e a r l i e r books. One must be c a r e f u l not to read too much 

i n t o these omissions, except t h a t N e i l l ' s s p o t l i g h t upon C h r i s t 

o f t e n outshone h i s b e l i e f i n the other members of the T r i n i t y . 

I t i s almost as i f f o r N e i l l Jesus was "Supreme" w i t h i n the 

T r i n i t y . 

Thus, f o u r t h l y , even though he d e s c r i b e s God as a " s e l f -

r e v e a l i n g God" ( i i ) who i s a c t i v e i n our knowledge of him, i t 

i s c l e a r from ( i i i ) forwards t h a t the nature of t h i s r e v e l a t i o n 

p r i m a r i l y takes the shape of the l i f e and death of J e s u s . T h i s 

emphasis upon o b j e c t i v e h i s t o r i c a l event f u r t h e r e x p l a i n s why 

he put so much weight upon the h i s t o r i c a l b a s i s of C h r i s t i a n i t y 

and comparatively so l i t t l e upon s u b j e c t i v e human experience. 

I f God supremely r e v e a l e d himself through the l i f e , death and 

v i n d i c a t i o n of Jesus C h r i s t , then i t was h i g h l y l o g i c a l f o r 

N e i l l to spend so much time i n attempting to preach, teach, and 

w r i t e about C h r i s t i n a huge v a r i e t y of con t e x t s . 

T h i s given, t h e r e f o r e , r a d i c a l l y shaped h i s methodology. 

The immovable foundation stone, i n each of the th r e e books 

c i t e d e a r l i e r and i n h i s n e w s l e t t e r , i s Jesus C h r i s t s 

At the end of the journey we f i n d t h a t a l l 

roads lead t o Jesus of Nazareth. Mohammad, 

the Prophets, the Sages of Greece and Rome, 

a l l had something important to say, but to 

each one we a r e a l l compelled to say "You 

are not he". Each points to one beyond 
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h i m s e l f , i n whom the best t h a t he has to 

o f f e r i s transcended, f u l f i l l e d , p e r f e c t e d . 

Jesus i s supreme, because i t i s p r e c i s e l y i n 

the person of C h r i s t , t h a t God and man 

meet.[62] 

I n the book The Supremacy of Jesus he appears to l i s t e n , to 

compare, and to e n t e r i n t o dialogue, but the u l t i m a t e message 

remains s t a t i c , t h a t "Jesus i s supreme above other r e l i g i o u s 

l e a d e r s or t e a c h e r s " . 

The reasoning behind t h i s c l a i m here i s to be found i n the 

nature of who Jesus was. His teaching may have had p a r a l l e l s , 

but the a u t h o r i t y of His r e v e l a t i o n was u l t i m a t e l y rooted i n 

the combination of being both God and man. Both t h i s book and 

C r i s e s of B e l i e f take the shape of a s k i l f u l l y - shaped 

argument, but the cumulative impact i s a r h e t o r i c a l and pas­

s i o n a t e appeal to f o l l o w the Man from G a l i l e e . 

N e vertheless, N e i l l ' s passion d i d not l e a d to r e l i g i o u s 

fundamentalism or dogmatism but r a t h e r to a f l e x i b l e and an 

often h i g h l y - p e r s u a s i v e w r i t i n g and speaking s t y l e . His t e c h ­

nique appears to have been shaped u l t i m a t e l y , though not s o l e ­

ly -/ by t n e methods of C h r i s t . 

I n A H i s t o r y of the Church i n I n d i a , f o r example, he 

c i t e s the g r e a t nephew of F r a n c i s Xavier, Jerome X a v i e r . His 

missionary technique i s s u b t l y applauded. For N e i l l he f a l l s 

i n t o the s u c c e s s i o n of the great C h r i s t i a n A p o l o g i s t s of the 

l a t e Middle Ages. One key quotation sheds l i g h t not simply 

upon the younger X a v i e r ' s work, but a l s o the base f o r N e i l l ' s 
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own methodologys 

The sword i s never the key g i v i n g admission 

to the h e a r t , never, never! I t i s reasons, 

i n s t r u c t i o n , good example, tenderness and 

b e n e f i t s t h a t open w e l l - l o c k e d h e a r t s . The 

key was used by Jesus C h r i s t our Lord, 

where-as Muhammad wielded the sword.[63] 

The methodology of Je s u s was an example which W e i l l himself 

attempted to fol l o w , e s p e c i a l l y h i s use of "reasons, i n s t r u c ­

t i o n " , and "good example". Once again the manner of N e i l l ' s 

method f i n d s primary e x p l a n a t i o n i n h i s foundational b e l i e f s . 

I n c o n c l u s i o n , when f o c u s s i n g on N e i l l as both a h i s t o r i a n 

and a p o l o g i s t , one must not attempt to separate too s h a r p l y the 

content, method and motivation behind h i s c e a s e l e s s communica­

t i o n . His b e l i e f s were c l o s e l y intermingled with h i s a c t i o n s . 

Through h i s work i n h i s t o r y and ap o l o g e t i c s as a t e a c h e r he 

employed a v a r i e t y of pedagogical methods to achieve a number 

of s p e c i f i c g o a l s . 

On one l e v e l he was a t r a d i t i o n a l educator. He b e l i e v e d 

t h a t " C h r i s t i a n education" ought to enable students to d i s ­

c r i m i n a t e w i t h i n what he pe r c i e v e d as f i v e key ar e a s i n the 

curriculum; 

Fantasy and R e a l i t y ( S c i e n c e ) 

Mythology and Event ( H i s t o r y ) 

Ugly and B e a u t i f u l ( A e s t h e t i c s ) 

Worst and B e t t e r ( E t h i c s ) 

T r a n s i t o r y and L a s t i n g (Metaphysics) [64] 
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These o b j e c t i v e s r e f l e c t both N e i l l ' s own c l a s s i c a l background 

and the apparently d i a l e c t i c and comprehensive manner i n which 

he p e r c e i v e d the world. More importantly i t i l l u s t r a t e s h i s 

c o n v i c t i o n t h a t education was concerned not merely with impart­

ing knowledge, but a l e s g i v i n g students powers of discernment 

and judgement. There appears to have been some expansion of 

h i s theory of education s i n c e h i s time i n I n d i a and A f r i c a 

where he put emphasis p r i m a r i l y upon the a b i l i t y to t h i n k 

independently. 

Much of h i s energy, however, i n these f i n a l y e a r s was 

concerned w i t h e x p r e s s i n g h i s perception of r e a l i t y and h i s own 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of events. He was p r i m a r i l y a d i d a c t i c t e a c h e r . 

For example, even a t the age of eighty three he d e l i v e r e d 

t h i r t y s i x wide-ranging l e c t u r e s on Twentieth-Century Church 

H i s t o r y i n the United S t a t e s . 

The reason f o r t h i s consuming d e s i r e to communicate was 

rooted p r i m a r i l y not i n confidence of h i s own knowledge or 

a b s t r a c t e d u c a t i o n a l theory, but r a t h e r i n a deeper l e v e l of 

b e l i e f . I t u l t i m a t e l y s p r i n g s from h i s f i r m l y held C h r i s t o -

c e n t r i c b e l i e f s , rooted i n h i s own experience. Thus, i t i s 

only t h i s which can make f u l l sense of both h i s methods and 

motivation. 

As the " C h r i s t Event" was f o r N e i l l a "unique" and "unre­

peatable" moment i n h i s t o r y with u n i v e r s a l s i g n i f i c a n c e he 

continued to t r y to demonstrate the t o t a l r e l e v a n c e of t h i s 

event i n today's complex world. Thus he attempted to b r i n g 

together p a s t event with present r e a l i t y . On t h i s l e v e l he 
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t r i e d to v e r i f y l o g i c a l l y h i s theology by a s c i e n t i f i c h i s t o r i ­

c a l approach. Using t h i s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c foundation he t r i e d 

to formulate appropriate approaches to A e s t h e t i c s , E t h i c s and 

Metaphysics. 

U l t i m a t e l y , however, i t was more than c e r e b r a l knowledge 

which N e i l l wished to pass on? i t was r a t h e r a dynamic r e l a ­

t i o n s h i p he wished others to e n t e r i n t o . T h i s manifested 

i t s e l f i n knowledge of and by the l i v i n g C h r i s t . 

I n a sermon a t St.Ebbes, i n Oxford f o r example, he 

t e a r f u l l y d e s c r i b e d h i s f e e l i n g s as he watched people on the 

s t r e e t s . "My h e a r t i s s o r e . So n i c e , so f r i e n d l y ? couples 

wheeling prams.... I long with a l l my h e a r t t h a t they should 

know Him, f i n d him. "[65] I t was t h i s p assionate b e l i e f which 

underlay h i s mature l i f e and work of communication. 
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s i x months i n the S t a t e s where he reckoned to have preached, 
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Chapter 10s Enigma Uncovered 

His death removes one of the most s t r i k i n g 

and g i f t e d f i g u r e s from the world church 

scene, the v a r i e t y of whose g i f t s a t one 

time seemed c e r t a i n to ensure him one of the 

h i g h e s t o f f i c e s i n the Church. The award of 

honorary doctorates from no fewer than s i x 

u n i v e r s i t i e s t h a t spanned the world, and a 

F e l l o w s h i p of the B r i t i s h Academy given i n 

1969, were a r e c o g n i t i o n of h i s i n t e l l e c t u a l 

powers and achievements.[1] 

N e i l l ' s o b i t u a r y i n The Times merely h i n t s a t the scope of h i s 

t a l e n t s and the breadth of h i s achievements. T h i s t h e s i s has 

attempted to b u i l d an e x t e n s i v e b i o g r a p h i c a l p o r t r a i t and so 

t e l l a s t o r y t h a t has o f t e n been ignored. The aim, however, 

has been more than simply to o u t l i n e the l i f e and works of t h i s 

"most s t r i k i n g and g i f t e d " f i g u r e "from the World Church 

scene"; i t has a l s o been to e x p l a i n why N e i l l was the way t h a t 

he was, and more s p e c i f i c a l l y why he expressed himself i n the 

way t h a t he d i d . 

For t h i s reason, s p e c i f i c questions of e x p l a n a t i o n have 

been t a c k l e d s "Why d i d such a g i f t e d man never reach one of the 

h i g h e s t o f f i c e s i n the Church?" or "Why d i d he i n v e s t so much 

energy i n w r i t t e n and v e r b a l communication?" or "Why was he 

d r i v e n to achieve so much t h a t he r e c e i v e d applause from around 
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the globe?" But as such questions have only been d e a l t w i t h i n 

passing, an o v e r a l l e x p l a n a t i o n w i l l now be attempted. 

T h i s i s the most d e l i c a t e and complex p a r t of the whole 

t h e s i s . I n c o l l o q u i a l terms "What made N e i l l t i c k ? " i s per­

haps the hardest question to answer. Four h e u r i s t i c approaches 

t h a t could be used f o r understanding N e i l l ' s l i f e w i l l be 

b r i e f l y evaluated. F i r s t , an auto-biographical e x p l a n a t i o n 

w i l l be d i s c u s s e d . T h i s would focus on N e i l l ' s own s e l f -

c r i t i c a l assessment, and i s a development from the b i o g r a p h i c a l 

approach o u t l i n e d i n the i n t r o d u c t i o n and used throughout the 

t h e s i s . Secondly, a p s y c h o l o g i c a l explanation w i l l be 

considered. T h i s a n a l y s i s would centr e upon h i s development 

and i n n e r t u r m o i l s . T h i r d l y , an expressive-based e x p l a n a t i o n 

w i l l be a s s e s s e d . T h i s approach would h i g h l i g h t h i s pa s s i o n 

fo r words and persuasion. F o u r t h l y and f i n a l l y , a s p e c i f i c a l l y 

t h e o l o g i c a l explanation of N e i l l ' s l i f e w i l l be put forward. 

T h i s f i n a l attempt to understand N e i l l provokes a f u r t h e r 

s e t of quest i o n s . F i r s t , can h i s deepest t h e o l o g i c a l b e l i e f s 

be seen to u n d e r l i e h i s autobiography, psychology and communi­

ca t i o n ? Secondly, and more s p e c i f i c a l l y , was i t h i s h i g h l y 

C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c approach which hel d h i s b e l i e f s together? Or 

did h i s t h e o l o g i c a l c o n v i c t i o n s l e a d to great i n s t a b i l i t y ? 

T h i r d l y , whether h i s f a i t h was a cohesive f o r c e or d e s t a b i l i s ­

ing i n f l u e n c e , i s a c l e a r understanding of h i s b e l i e f s a key 

i n t e r p r e t a t i v e t o o l f o r e x p l a i n i n g both the general movement 

and s p e c i f i c a c t i v i t i e s of h i s l i f e ? I n other words, i s the 

t h e o l o g i c a l approach not simply a h e u r i s t i c d e v i c e , but more 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y a s y n t h e s i s of the other three methods of e x p l a -
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nation? F o u r t h l y and f i n a l l y , d i d he l i v e these c o n v i c t i o n s 

out w i t h i n t e g r i t y and thus demonstrate by h i s own l i f e the 

v a l i d i t y and r e a l i t y of such b e l i e f s ? 

a) An Autobiographical Explanation 

I t could be argued t h a t N e i l l ' s v a s t Autobiography, 

unpublished a t the time of w r i t i n g , provides the f u l l e s t and 

most c o n c l u s i v e explanation of N e i l l ' s l i f e and works. Eleven 

chapters of d e t a i l e d n a r r a t i v e do provide an i n v a l u a b l e source 

f o r going behind the e u l o g i e s of The Times o b i t u a r y t o h i s own 

sel f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g and s e l f - e x p l a n a t i o n . I n s h o r t , i t could be 

i n f e r r e d from h i s Autobiography t h a t he has opened the door to 

h i s house and i n v i t e d the audience to see the foundation stones 

f o r themselves. 

The i n h e r e n t danger of such an approach i s t h a t i t does 

not recognise the complex nature, the r e p e t i t i o n of d e t a i l s , 

the u n f i n i s h e d s t a t e and the wider purpose of N e i l l ' s 

Autobiography. On one l e v e l , i t should be read as an attempt 

to grow i n s e l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g . What C.S.Lewis w r i t e s i n 

S u r p r i s e d by Joy, could a l s o roughly be a p p l i e d to N e i l l ' s 

f i r s t two chapters? 

I n the e a r l i e r chapters the net has to be 

spread p r e t t y wide i n order t h a t , when the 

e x p l i c i t l y s p i r i t u a l c r i s i s a r r i v e s , the 

reader may understand what s o r t of person my 

childhood and adolescence has made me.[2] 

W h i l s t N e i l l does not b u i l d up to a s p i r i t u a l t u r n i n g point i n 

an i d e n t i c a l f a s h i o n to Lewis, he i n i t i a l l y concerns himself 
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with understanding ' the a d u l t - s e l f i n the l i g h t of childhood 

experiences. S e c o n d a r i l y , the very f a c t t h a t he produces such 

a lengthy document suggests he i s attempting to b r i n g order and 

meaning to a v a r i e d l i f e t h a t often appeared to l a c k purpose 

and d i r e c t i o n . 

Thus i t i s an a c t of c r e a t i o n and r e c r e a t i o n , c r e a t i o n i n 

t h a t N e i l l b r i n g s to consciousness the nature of h i s own l i f e , 

and r e c r e a t i o n i n t h a t "he transforms the mere f a c t of e x i s t ­

ence i n t o a r e a l i z e d q u a l i t y and a p o s s i b l e meaning".[3] Both 

these concerns should be kept i n mind when approaching h i s 

Autobiography. 

On another l e v e l , t h i s document should a l s o be read as an 

attempt a t s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n s he i s t r y i n g to put h i s own s i d e 

of the s t o r y . T h i s can be seen most c l e a r l y i n h i s lengthy, 

but s e l e c t i v e o u t l i n i n g of the events which l e d to h i s pre­

mature departure from I n d i a . [ 4 ] The p i c t u r e t h a t emerges i s 

t h a t of an i s o l a t e d l e a d e r who i s under pressure from the War, 

h i s work, h i s enemies and h i s h e a l t h . He presents to h i s read­

e r s both a man caught i n a "sea of t r o u b l e s " , [ 5 ] as w e l l as a 

s l i g h t l y h e r o i c f i g u r e who "kept h i s own f e e l i n g s and wishes i n 

the background". [6 ] Thus, i f one was to r e l y e n t i r e l y on 

N e i l l ' s own euphemistic explanation, a one-sided p i c t u r e would 

emerge of a popular bishop hard done by, u n j u s t l y t r e a t e d , and 

u l t i m a t e l y "forced" to r e s i g n . [ 7 ] 

The n e c e s s i t y of drawing from other sources f o r a f u l l 

e xplanation leads to a number of c o n c l u s i o n s . F i r s t , even 

though N e i l l h i m s e l f claims t h i s i s merely "a book of 

events" [ 8 ] , i t must a l s o be recognised as a s e l e c t i v e l y con-
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nected n a r r a t i v e and t h e r e f o r e an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of h i s own 

l i f e . Secondly, as such i t has f u r t h e r l i m i t a t i o n s as a f u l l 

e x p lanation, f o r here i s a d e f i n i t i o n of h i s p a s t s e l f , w r i t t e n 

from the context of Nairobi and Oxford. His a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l 

e x p l a n a t i o n should be handled with c a r e , i n much the same way 

as d e a l i n g w i t h Luther's or Lewis's a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l w r i t i n g s . 

For N e i l l t h e r e i s o f t e n a l s o a wide g u l f between the 

present moment of w r i t i n g and the context of h i s a c t i o n i n the 

p a s t . Subsequent experiences and hardened b e l i e f may have l e d 

N e i l l to impose meaning and s i g n i f i c a n c e on c e r t a i n events 

r a t h e r than d i s c e r n i n g i t i n them. Compare, f o r i n s t a n c e , the 

importance Augustine, Luther, Wesley, Lewis and N e i l l put upon 

t h e i r conversion or paradigm s h i f t which took p l a c e i n a North-

A f r i c a n garden, i n a German tower, on a London s t r e e t corner 

and i n an Oxford bus.[9] Each w r i t e r uses h i s experience both 

as the climax of preceding events and . a l s o a p i v o t a l moment or 

a key which unlocks much of h i s l a t e r l i f e . 

The h i g h l i g h t i n g , by N e i l l , of h i s conversion, h i s r e s i g ­

n a t i o n , h i s h e a l i n g , or h i s l e c t u r e s , p l u s frequent u n d e r l i n i n g 

of h i s other major concerns and i n t e r e s t s as a student i n Cam­

bridge, a m i s s i o n a r y i n I n d i a , an ecumenist i n Geneva, a h i s t o ­

r i a n i n Hamburg, a p r o f e s s o r i n Nairobi and an a p o l o g i s t i n 

Oxford may r e f l e c t more h i s p r i o r i t i e s when he was w r i t i n g 

t h i s t e x t , than those of the time he was a c t u a l l y d e s c r i b i n g . 

Moreover, given t h a t he intended, a f t e r some r e v i s i o n , to 

have t h i s document published,[10] N e i l l ' s s e l f - e x p l a n a t i o n and 

s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n can a t times a l s o become a s u b t l e s e l f -

promotion. For i n s t a n c e , h i s r e f e r e n c e to h i s outstanding exam 
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r e s u l t s , h i s a b i l i t y to draw and hold an audience, or h i s 

p r o l i f i c w r i t i n g i s recorded i n numerous p l a c e s . [ 1 1 ] The 

cumulative impact of reco r d i n g so many impressive d e t a i l s i s the 

c o n s t r u c t i o n of an i n t i m i d a t i n g l i f e - s t o r y . But t h i s impression 

i s q u a l i f i e d by the sheer q u a n t i t y of d e t a i l included. One a l s o 

f e e l s t h a t here i s a s l i g h t l y pompous man who b e l i e v e s t h a t 

others would be i n t e r e s t e d i n such d e t a i l s . [ 1 2 ] 

I n the l i g h t of corroboratory secondary m a t e r i a l the 

s u b j e c t of the "Autobiography" should not, however, be regarded 

as a " l i t e r a r y f i c t i o n " , [ 1 3 ] or a product of biased r e p o r t i n g , 

but r a t h e r through a consecutive n a r r a t i v e an attempt to b r i n g 

explanation, j u s t i f i c a t i o n , meaning and s i g n i f i c a n c e to h i s own 

s e l f . 

But t h i s should not be seen as an e n t i r e l y s e l f i s h or 

e g o t i s t i c a l e x e r c i s e , as there i s a sense i n which these 

hundreds of pages a r e , to borrow T e S e l l e ' s phrase, a " v o c a t i o n a l 

autobiography".[14] I n other words, he does not e x p l i c i t l y t e l l 

the reader what to do or how to l i v e , but by d e s c r i b i n g h i s own 

l i f e N e i l l i m p l i c i t l y commends a p a r t i c u l a r way of l i v i n g . I t 

i s as i f he i s saying t h a t i t i s p o s s i b l e to l i v e t h i s way 

"because I have I " W h i l s t he does not go so f a r as to hold h i s 

l i f e up as a paradigm, he o f f e r s h i s own adventures, encounters, 

d i s c o v e r i e s , mistakes and su c c e s s e s f o r others to l e a r n from. 

In s h o r t , N e i l l ' s a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l explanation of h i s own 

l i f e a l s o o f f e r s h i s audience an a u t h e n t i c and p o s s i b l e way i n 

which to l i v e . Obviously t h i s a p p l i e s , not to s p e c i f i c de­

t a i l s , such as going to T r i n i t y , working i n Geneva or s e t t i n g 
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up a R e l i g i o u s Studies department i n Nai r o b i , but r a t h e r oper­

a t e s through more general p r i n c i p l e s , such as working as a 

missionary, an e v a n g e l i s t , an a p o l o g i s t , an ecumenist or a 

h i s t o r i a n . 

Thus, i t i s appropriate to read N e i l l ' s a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l 

s t o r y as an i n d i r e c t p i e c e of communication which points beyond 

a d e s c r i p t i v e n a r r a t i v e to a way of l i f e and s e t of presupposi­

t i o n s by which N e i l l h i mself t r i e d to l i v e . Here i s a the o l o ­

gian using a r e l a t i v e l y u n f a m i l i a r l i t e r a r y genre to f i t h i s 

own needs and go a l s . U n l i k e C.S.Lewis's almost e v a n g e l i s t i c 

S u r p r i s e d by Joy, N e i l l wrote h i s own l i f e - s t o r y i n a f a r more 

comprehensive and i m p l i c i t l y didaijtic s t y l e . 

N e i l l , l i k e Lewis, was a s e n s i t i v e performer and w r i t e r . 

He may have been confident, some would say over-confident, of 

h i s own a b i l i t i e s , but he was not a man with an u n r e a l i s t i c 

ego. I t i s i n c o n c e i v a b l e to b e l i e v e t h a t he expected h i s e p i c 

of over a thousand pages, even when abridged, to have the same 

popular appeal as Lewis's one hundred and n i n e t y page 

" s p i r i t u a l t h r i l l e r " S u r p r i s e d by Joy. Given the narrow range 

of N e i l l ' s p o t e n t i a l audience i t i s f a i r to assume t h a t he was, 

perhaps subconsciously, attempting to draw h i s t h e o l o g i c a l l y 

and/or h i s t o r i c a l l y l i t e r a t e readers not simply i n t o h i s l i f e -

s t o r y , but a l s o towards h i s own t h e o l o g i c a l p o s i t i o n a t the 

time of w r i t i n g . Both the s p e c i f i c nature of these b e l i e f s and 

h i s motivation f o r i n v i t i n g others i n t o t h i s world w i l l be 

explored l a t e r i n t h i s chapter. 

I n the meantime, i t i s s u f f i c i e n t to recognise the wider 

nature and v a r i e t y of purposes behind h i s aut o b i o g r a p h i c a l 
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explanation. N e i l l may not have been as e x p l i c i t as the 

a p o s t l e Paul when he attempts to persuade the C o r i n t h i a n s to 

i m i t a t e him (1 C o r i n t h i a n s 4 , v . l 6 f ) but he c l e a r l y does want 

h i s readers to l e a r n from h i s successes and mistakes„ I n the 

l i g h t of these d i s c o v e r i e s and observations, i t i s necessary, 

i n order to c o n s t r u c t both a comprehensive h i s t o r i c a l account 

and a f u l l e xplanation of N e i l l , to look f o r other approaches 

to add to or q u a l i f y h i s own p e r s p e c t i v e . 

b) A P s y c h o l o g i c a l Explanation 

I t could a l s o be argued t h a t the key to f u l l y understand­

ing N e i l l i s to be found through a p s y c h o l o g i c a l e x p l a n a t i o n of 

h i s l i f e and work which has p a r a l l e l s with E r i k E r i k s o n ' s Young 

Man Luther.[15] Such an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n would emphasize t h a t 

N e i l l should be viewed as the product of a d e p r e s s i v e and 

workaholic f a t h e r , an e v a n g e l i c a l school and f a m i l y (Chapter 

1 ) , an e l i t e Oxbridge education (Chapter 2 ) , a s t r e s s f u l move 

i n t o another c u l t u r e (Chapter 3) and a heart-breaking l o s s of 

something he was deeply attached to (Chapter 4 ) . Thus the 

f i r s t four chapters e x p l a i n the way i n which N e i l l l i v e d the 

remainder of h i s l i f e (Chapter 5-8). I n s h o r t i t manipulates 

the approach o u t l i n e d i n the I n t r o d u c t i o n , so t h a t N e i l l 

becomes nothing more than a man whose choices were predeter­

mined by a combination of h i s background, h i s environment and 

even h i s chemistry. 

The advantage of such a view i s t h a t i t takes N e i l l ' s 

r e c u r r i n g p s y c h o l o g i c a l d i f f i c u l t i e s more s e r i o u s l y than does 

h i s own a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l e x p l a n a t i o n . There, i t i s only d e a l t 
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with i n the f i r s t chapter of the "Autobiography" and then 

almost e n t i r e l y ignored. His i m p l i c i t attempts to e x p l a i n h i s 

d i f f i c u l t i e s i n terms of amoebic dysentery which was only 

diagnosed i n 1954, ten y e a r s a f t e r i t s c o n t r a c t i o n , do not seem 

to e x p l a i n s a t i s f a c t o r i l y the extent of t h i s "darkness". T h i s 

"thorn i n the f l e s h " was a r e c u r r i n g d i f f i c u l t y throughout h i s 

l i f e . W h i l s t h i s depression was eased through t h i s b e l a t e d but 

c o r r e c t d i a g n o s i s i n the f i f t i e s , i t was not f u l l y r e s o l v e d 

u n t i l some f i f t e e n y e a r s l a t e r i n the l a t e s i x t i e s . 

N e i l l appears to d i s p l a y some, but by no means a l l , of the 

c l a s s i c symptoms of dep r e s s i o n as i d e n t i f i e d by w r i t e r s such as 

Jack Dominian (Depression) and Robert Romanis (Depression).r161 

At v a r i o u s times N e i l l s u f f e r e d from both p h y s i c a l ( d i s t u r b e d 

s l e e p p a t t e r n s and headaches) and p s y c h o l o g i c a l symptoms ( g u i l t 

and moods of d e p r e s s i o n ) . [ 1 7 ] On the grounds t h a t h i s "dark­

ness" i s not always e x p l i c a b l e , i t i s f e a s i b l e t h a t h i s depres­

s i o n was endogenous i n o r i g i n . His c o n d i t i o n was worsened by 

h i s tendency to over-work.[18] S p e c i f i c moments of c r i s i s and 

l o s s , such as h i s departure from I n d i a , would have heightened 

h i s predicament and l e d to bouts of r e a c t i v e d e p r e s s i o n . [ 1 9 ] 

N e i l l was c l e a r l y a man who was forced to wear, borrowing John 

White's t i t l e of 1982, many Masks of Melancholy. 

Even though he was a man "who f e l t deeply", N e i l l c l e a r l y 

found i t d i f f i c u l t to d i s c u s s h i s own emotions or remove h i s 

"masks".[20] The reason f o r t h i s was probably a combination 

of background, where one never t a l k e d about one's f e e l i n g s , and 

r e p r e s s i o n due to b e l i e f t h a t " C h r i s t u t t e r e d not one word of 

complaint or s e l f - p i t y " . [ 21 ] T h i s attempt to hold down h i s 
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emotions may e x p l a i n both h i s o c c a s i o n a l angry outbursts and 

h i s frequent t e a r f u l moments w h i l s t preaching.[22] 

Bishop L e s l i e Brown i d e n t i f i e d a f u r t h e r p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

f o r c e which helps e x p l a i n N e i l l ' s c e a s e l e s s a c t i v i t y . I t was 

as i f he was a man possessed by a "daemon" or by "enormous 

nervous energy". [23] N e i l l himself wrote t h a t "bewildered 

human nature experiences d i f f i c u l t y i n f i n d i n g the r i g h t method 

of handling t h i s powerful i n s t i n c t and guiding i t i n t o o r d e r l y 

and c r e a t i v e channels."[24] He l a t e r pointed to the l i n k 

between "sexual t e n s i o n and a r t i s t i c production" i n the " l i v e s 

of the g r e a t e s t w r i t e r s and a r t i s t s " . 

I t could l e g i t i m a t e l y be i n f e r r e d from these passages t h a t 

N e i l l h i m s e l f both applauded and recognised i n him s e l f the 

tendency towards "sublimation", the movement of c r e a t i v e im­

pulse from one channel to another.[25] I n other words, i n the 

l i g h t of the f a c t he never married, t h i s may have been the way 

i n which he attempted to handle " t h i s powerful" s e x u a l " i n ­

s t i n c t " . How f a r he was s u c c e s s f u l i s f o r each reader to 

a s s e s s . 

The l i m i t a t i o n s of simply i d e n t i f y i n g a number of psycho­

l o g i c a l or i n t e r n a l i s e d f o r c e s as a complete ex p l a n a t i o n f o r 

the l i f e of N e i l l i s t h a t i t does not recognise h i s own agency 

or r e a c t i o n with r e s p e c t to these p r e s s u r e s . I n t e l l i n g h i s 

st o r y , e s p e c i a l l y i n Chapters 4 and 5, i t has been seen how h i s 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l d i f f i c u l t i e s ensured t h a t he never reached i n the 

words of h i s ob i t u a r y "one of the h i g h e s t o f f i c e s i n the 

Church". 

Neve r t h e l e s s , as has been argued i n Chapter 5, t h i s 
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r e c u r r i n g t u r m o i l appears a l s o i n the long run to have 

heightened h i s c r e a t i v i t y and p a s t o r a l a b i l i t i e s . T h i s , 

t h e r e f o r e , l e d to r e c o g n i t i o n underlined i n The Times o b i t u a r y 

by academic i n s t i t u t i o n s and church o r g a n i s a t i o n s a l l around 

the world t h a t W e i l l was an outstanding s c h o l a r , l e c t u r e r , 

preacher and pas t o r . 

In o t her words, a p s y c h o l o g i c a l explanation may he l p to 

i l l u m i n a t e some of N e i l l ' s i n t e r n a l s t r u g g l e s ; but i f i t leads 

to a merely d e t e r m i n i s t explanation of N e i l l i t ignores h i s 

r e s i l i e n c e i n the fac e of these f o r c e s and the cho i c e s he made 

i n s p i t e of contingent circumstances. 

One must look f u r t h e r than suggestions t h a t argue N e i l l 

was compelled to r e p l a y h i s childhood experiences throughout 

h i s l a t e r l i f e , or t h a t he was r e c h a n n e l l i n g h i s l i b i d o through 

speaking i n p u b l i c or o f f e r i n g p a s t o r a l c a r e , or even t h a t h i s 

constant d r i v e towards a c h i e v i n g s u c c e s s f u l w r i t t e n or v e r b a l 

communication r e f l e c t e d a deeply f e l t need f o r domination 

and/or acceptance. 

c) An Expressive-Based Explanation 

Another attempt a t e x p l a i n i n g N e i l l could focus on him as 

a communicator or, i n the l i t e r a l sense, an e x p r e s s i o n i s t . He 

was, a f t e r a l l , one of the most p r o l i f i c communicators of the 

Church i n the tw e n t i e t h century. I t has f r e q u e n t l y been shown 

how he communicated e x p l i c i t l y through a v a r i e t y of media. As 

a w r i t e r and s c h o l a r , he produced over f i f t y books and almost 

as many a r t i c l e s , covering a huge v a r i e t y of s u b j e c t s . As a 

l e c t u r e r and teac h e r he worked on every continent i n the world 

f r e q u e n t l y making l u c i d use of one of h i s eleven languages. As 
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an e v a n g e l i s t and a p o l o g i s t he spoke i n venues as f a r a f i e l d as 

Indian market-places, A f r i c a n churches, American u n i v e r s i t i e s , 

and A u s t r a l i a n lecture-rooms. Thus he d e l i g h t e d i n the 

challenge of being both a popular preacher and a learned speak­

e r to the end of h i s l i f e . [ 2 6 ] 

The Times Obituary c o r r e c t l y a l s o emphasizes h i s "unusual 

g i f t w i th words" which "made him the draftsman of many docu­

ments", and hows 

a l l the time books poured from h i s pen, a l l 

marked by a f a c i l i t y and v i v i d n e s s of s t y l e 

and range of e r u d i t i o n t h a t were r a r e l y 

found i n such a harmonious combination... 

N e i l l had the same ease and power as a 

speaker as he possessed as an author.[27] 

This t h e s i s has f r e q u e n t l y explored N e i l l ' s p assion f o r expres­

s i o n and more s p e c i f i c a l l y h i s use of words. 

Various reasons f o r h i s p a s s i o n f o r the ordering, w r i t i n g 

and speaking of words could i n c l u d e such i s s u e s as f a s c i n a t i o n , 

manipulation and explanation. F i r s t , f a s c i n a t i o n s as has been 

c i t e d i n a d i f f e r e n t context, [28] from h i s " e a r l i e s t 

childhood" he appears to have been f a s c i n a t e d "by the s i g h t 

and sound of words, by the p a t t e r n s i n which they can be 

arranged and by the s u b t l e t i e s of meaning t h a t they can 

express."[29] T h i s f a s c i n a t i o n together with a f a c i l i t y w i t h 

words may f u r t h e r e x p l a i n why he was drawn to l e a r n so many 

for e i g n languages. As demonstrated i n both Chapter One and Two 

i t would a l s o have been heightened by h i s growing love f o r the 

c l a s s i c s , where both l i t e r a c y and r h e t o r i c were h i g h l y valued 
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t o o l s o 

Secondly, manipulations as has been c i t e d e a r l i e r , i n the 

f i r s t chapter of h i s Autobiography he admits t h a t even as a 

c h i l d he "dimly understood the power t h a t l i e s w i t h i n the reach 

of the man who can choose and arrange words e x q u i s i t e l y e i t h e r 

i n speech or i n w r i t i n g . " [ 3 0 ] The need f o r such power over 

others r e f l e c t s more about N e i l l ' s own i n s e c u r i t i e s and need 

for c o n t r o l , than a simple a e s t h e t i c or c l a s s i c a l d e l i g h t i n 

the beauty of w r i t t e n or o r a l e xpression. 

T h i r d l y , explanations N e i l l ' s c o n t r o l over words man i f e s t ­

ed i t s e l f most ob v i o u s l y by the ease w i t h which he passed on 

often complex information. I t could be argued t h a t h i s ex­

t r a o r d i n a r y f a c i l i t y w i t h words of explanation and d e s c r i p t i o n 

replaced h i s i n a b i l i t y a t e x p r e s s i n g h i s deepest and most 

profound emotions. His s k i l l w i t h words, t h e r e f o r e , sometimes 

enabled him to appear to h i s examiners, h i s students and even 

h i s f r i e n d s as more a u t h o r i t a t i v e , more knowledgeable and more 

i n c o n t r o l of h i s emotions than he was i n r e a l i t y . [ 3 1 ] 

Thus the a b i l i t y , to e x p l a i n or to teach whether i n an 

Indian classroom, a Cambridge l e c t u r e t h e a t r e or i n an American 

seminary may have brought not only a sense of power, but a l s o a 

sense of s e c u r i t y and by extension v a l u e . The l o g i c here could 

be expressed s l i g h t l y c r u d e l y and c y n i c a l l y as followss "As 

people come to l i s t e n t o me and applaud me then I must have 

something u s e f u l to say and, t h e r e f o r e , I must be of v a l u e and 

s i g n i f i c a n c e . " T his could be surmised from h i s continued 

acceptance of speaking engagements even i n h i s e i g h t i e s . [ 3 2 ] 

The major weakness of a such an explanation which focuses 
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on N e i l l ' s own need f o r power i s t h a t i t does not f u l l y recog­

n i s e w r i t t e n or v e r b a l communication as a means of s e r v i c e ; 

more importantly, i t does not acknowledge the t h e o l o g i c a l 

foundations of such a method. N e i l l was not s o l e l y d r i v e n by 

h i s d e l i g h t f o r e x p r e s s i n g h i m s e l f , but he was a l s o motivated 

by h i s own understanding of "the Word of God". 

I n the l i g h t of h i s p r o l i f i c kerygmatic ex p r e s s i o n of the 

"Word of God" one might expect him to stand alongside theolo­

gians such as K a r l B a r t h i n h i s d e f i n i t i o n of t h i s term. I t 

i s , t h e r e f o r e , a s u r p r i s e t o read i n The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the 

New Testament N e i l l ' s c r i t i q u e of Barth. T h i s i n c l u d e s the 

point t h a t the Swiss t h e o l o g i a n f a i l s to d e f i n e c l e a r l y enough 

the " r e l a t i o n s h i p between the B i b l e and the Word of God".[33] 

N e i l l wishes t o widen the d e f i n i t i o n of "the Word of God". For 

him i t i s more than simply "preaching w i t h i n the assembly of 

the f a i t h f u l " . [ 3 4 ] T h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and c r i t i q u e of Barth 

may i t s e l f be open t o debate, but when combined with N e i l l ' s 

b e l i e f i n the " s e l f - a u t h e n t i c a t i n g power of the w r i t t e n word, 

without the a i d of any human intermediary" [ 35 ] an o l d 

question i s r a i s e d again i n a sharpened tone. 

I f there i s no r e a l need f o r a "human intermediary", why 

d i d N e i l l then spend so much of h i s l i f e a r t i c u l a t i n g the Word? 

His answer, and a f u r t h e r c l u e to e x p l a i n h i s p a s s i o n f o r 

expression, i s not t o be found u n t i l the l a s t two pages of The 

I n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the New Testament. There he argues t h a t the 

New Testament i s u l t i m a t e l y "concerned w i t h proclamation"? 

I t i s a Kerygma, the loud c r y of a h e r a l d 

authorized by a king to proclaim h i s w i l l 
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and purpose to h i s s u b j e c t s . I t i s 

Euangelion, good news, sent to those who are 

i n d i s t r e s s w ith the promise of d e l i v e r a n c e . 

I t i s the Word of the Lord - and i n the E a s t 

a word i s no mere v i b r a t i o n i n the 

atmosphere, i t i s a l i v i n g power sent f o r t h 

to accomplish t h a t f o r which i t i s sent. 

When the New Testament s c h o l a r has done h i s 

utmost i n h i s sphere, h i s work remains 

l i f e l e s s , u n t i l i t i s transformed i n t o the 

l i v i n g v o i c e of proclamation.[36] 

Much of N e i l l ' s l i f e was spent i n study and p u l p i t . P a r t of 

the reason f o r t h i s was because he b e l i e v e d he was continuing 

i n the l i n e of the New Testament as a "herald" and bearer of 

"good news". 

The metaphors used to d e s c r i b e the New Testament can a l s o 

be a p p l i e d to h i s own l i f e . He d i d not see himself as an inde­

pendent e x p r e s s i o n i s t , but r a t h e r a communicator "authorised by 

a king". Here was a man under a u t h o r i t y . Moreover, h i s Hebra­

i c p e r c e ption of the power of the word, which echoes Deutero-

I s a i a h , [ 3 7 ] f u r t h e r e x p l a i n s why he put so much e f f o r t i n t o 

proclamation. Once again, as with the a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l and 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l e x p l a n a t i o n s , one i s d r i v e n towards h i s t h e o l o g i ­

c a l b e l i e f s . 

d) A T h e o l o g i c a l Explanation 

I t would be too easy simply to focus on the techniques of, 

or secondary reasons f o r , h i s communication. For N e i l l what 

was f a r more s i g n i f i c a n t was the content of h i s e x p r e s s i o n . 
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Any e x p l a n a t i o n of W e i l l ' s e x p l i c i t v e r b a l communication must 

f i r s t attempt to d i s c o v e r and i d e n t i f y the c e n t r a l theme w i t h i n 

a l l h i s work. Here l i e s the i n t e r p r e t a t i v e key to h i s l i f e and 

work. 

T h i s t h e s i s has attempted to demonstrate t h a t behind 

almost a l l h i s w r i t i n g , l e c t u r i n g , preaching and t r a v e l l i n g as 

w e l l as h i s concern f o r m i s s i o n , h i s t o r y and ecumenism l i e s a 

simple c e n t r a l b e l i e f rooted i n a profound personal experience. 

I t was t h a t God had, a t one s p e c i f i c point i n h i s t o r y , r e v e a l e d 

himself through the l i f e , death and r e s u r r e c t i o n of Jesus 

C h r i s t . N e i l l spent h i s l i f e working out the i m p l i c a t i o n s of 

t h i s a s s e r t i o n i n the spheres of h i s t o r y (see esp. Chapter 7 ) , 

ecumenism (see esp. Chapter 6 ) , new c u l t u r e s (see esp. Chapter 

8) and C h r i s t o l o g i c a l debate (see esp. Chapter 9 ) . 

I t was on the b a s i s of t h i s f i x e d c o n v i c t i o n t h a t he b u i l t 

h i s l i f e and work, and t h i s e x p l a i n s why he was able to make 

such bold and c r u c i a l claims ass 

The c h i e f o b j e c t of my l i f e i s t h a t Jesus 

C h r i s t should be g l o r i f i e d . [ 3 8 ] 

Statements such as t h i s e x p l a i n how a t the c e n t r e of N e i l l ' s 

l i f e and understanding of the world i s a simple C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c 

b e l i e f , which l e d him as an a c t of " g r a t e f u l and adoring s e r v ­

i c e " [39] to communicate i n both w r i t t e n and o r a l forms. 

On one l e v e l , N e i l l was merely attempting to f o l l o w on 

from h i s understanding of how God had communicated. W h i l s t a t 

times he d i s p l a y e d C h a r l e s Raven's awe f o r n a t u r a l beauty, John 

Hick's r e s p e c t f o r other f a i t h s , and the L i g h t f o o t s ' p a s s i o n 

f o r b i b l i c a l t e x t s , [40] i t i s c l e a r t h a t from h i s e a r l y teens 
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he b e l i e v e d t h a t God had supremely r e v e a l e d himself through a 

f i r s t c entury G a l i l e a n . [ 4 1 ] 

On another l e v e l , t h i s b e l i e f became more focused as he 

matured i n t e l l e c t u a l l y . As i t has a l r e a d y been demonstrated i n 

Chapter 8, N e i l l b e l i e v e d i n a " s e l f - r e v e a l i n g God" who made 

known h i s purposes f o r the u n i v e r s e and s p e c i f i c a l l y f o r human­

kind i n J e s u s . He saw Jesus as the norm t o l i v e by and the 

example to fo l l o w . [ 4 2 ] His l i f e l o n g e xpression of these and 

other subsequent b e l i e f s should p a r t i a l l y be i n t e p r e t e d as an 

act of f o l l o w i n g or i m i t a t i n g C h r i s t , and t h e r e f o r e , t a k i n g 

p a r t i n the process i n i t i a t e d by God. 

I n h i s l a t e r l i f e h i s perception of the glimpses or h i n t s 

of God's r e v e l a t i o n may have widened. His manner and approach 

towards other f a i t h s became more humble and open.[43] Never­

t h e l e s s , J e s u s C h r i s t remained the c r i t e r i o n by which both 

C h r i s t i a n i t y and the other f a i t h s were judged.[44] T h i s b e l i e f 

r e i n f o r c e d h i s s t r u g g l e to express himself i n a wide v a r i e t y of 

contexts and to a range of other f a i t h s . I t a l s o ensured t h a t 

he h e l d f i r m l y t o h i s c e n t r a l t h e o l o g i c a l premise of God's 

s p e c i f i c r e v e l a t i o n through Jesus C h r i s t . 

T h i s b e l i e f a l s o makes f u l l e r sense of an Autobiographical 

explanation. E a r l y on i n the "Autobiography" N e i l l argues t h a t 

t h i s i s not t o be seen l i k e Augustine's Confessions brought up 

to date, but as a "book of events".[45] As has been shown, 

t h i s i s too simple. There i s a d e f i n i t e p a r a l l e l between 

Augustine's work which should be read as an attempt to demon­

s t r a t e , through the t e l l i n g of h i s own l i f e - s t o r y , the t r u t h 

of "You made us f o r y o u r s e l f , and our h e a r t s f i n d no peace 
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u n t i l they f i n d r e s t i n you"[46], and W e i l l ' s attempt i m p l i c i t ­

l y to persuade h i s audience t h a t h i s dominant C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c 

b e l i e f does provide a coherent and c o n s i s t e n t way of under­

standing l i f e . 

He does t h i s not by t e l l i n g h i s audience to " b e l i e v e 

t h i s " , but r a t h e r by u n d e r l i n i n g the nature of h i s own b e l i e f 

and how he l i v e d i t out. Some would c a l l t h i s a "witness" or 

"testimony of f a i t h " . I n other words, i t i s more than simply 

an attempt a t s e l f - e x p l a n a t i o n , s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n or s e l f -

promotion. There i s a d e f i n i t e t h e o l o g i c a l purpose behind h i s 

w r i t i n g of the "Autobiography". 

I t should be approached l i k e Bunyan's Grace Abounding 

w r i t t e n i n order to show how God was a t work "th a t , i f God 

w i l l , others may be put i n remembrance of what he hath done f o r 

t h e i r s o u l s , by reading h i s work i n me". [47] N e i l l , i n a l e s s 

n e u r o t i c s t y l e than Bunyan, i s a l s o using h i s own l i f e i m p l i c ­

i t l y to c h a l l e n g e h i s readers to r e f l e c t on how God has worked 

i n and through t h e i r l i v e s . I n s h o r t , he hopes h i s audience 

w i l l look beyond both the n a r r a t i v e of h i s l i f e and the l u c i d i ­

t y of h i s words to a deeper C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c r e a l i t y beyond. 

I t i s t h i s perception of r e a l i t y , rooted i n a h i s t o r i c a l 

and C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c r e v e l a t i o n and heightened by personal 

experience, which f u r t h e r e x p l a i n s why he u l t i m a t e l y stands 

apart from Bultmann's r a d i c a l demythologization [ 4 8 ] , Hick's 

"Copernican" r e v o l u t i o n [49] and Freud's anthropomorpho-centric 

theory of p r o j e c t i o n [ 5 0 ] . 

From an e x t e r n a l viewpoint, t h e r e f o r e , i t i s p o s s i b l e to 

draw on a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l , p s y c h o l o g i c a l and communication-based 
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explanations but s t i l l not to have the complete p i c t u r e . I t i s 

t h i s t h e o l o g i c a l l y - b a s e d explanation, which argues t h a t only 

h i s deepest c o n v i c t i o n , which was i n the l i f e and death and 

r e s u r r e c t i o n of C h r i s t , can most comprehensively e x p l a i n h i s 

l i f e and works. 

Moreover, i t i s p o s s i b l e to apply t h i s framework to h i s 

own p s y c h o l o g i c a l l i f e - s t o r y . He c l e a r l y moved from a " c r u c i ­

f i x i o n experience" i n I n d i a through to l i v i n g more f u l l y i n the 

l i g h t of the r e s u r r e c t i o n as he grew o l d e r . At one stage i t 

looked as i f a l l was l o s t and h i s c a r e e r and l i f e was i n t a t ­

t e r s . N e v e r t h e l e s s , the v e r y experience which seemed to break 

h i s h e a r t and undermine h i s confidence appears to have opened 

h i s eyes to new horizons and strengthened h i s r e s o l v e to stand 

more e f f e c t i v e l y beside the broken-hearted.[51] 

Furthermore, N e i l l ' s b e l i e f t h a t God was working through 

the h i s t o r y of the world could a l s o be l o c a l i z e d i n h i s own 

l i f e - s t o r y . The sense of forward movement which he i d e n t i f i e s 

i n works such as A H i s t o r y of Missions, Anglicanism, A H i s t o r y 

of New Testament I n t e r p r e t a t i o n 1861-1961, and A H i s t o r y of 

C h r i s t i a n i t y i n I n d i a ( P a r t One and Two) could a l s o be a p p l i e d 

to h i s own l i f e . Thus w i t h the b e n e f i t of h i n d s i g h t i t i s 

p o s s i b l e to read, with N e i l l , some purpose i n t o the apparent 

p o i n t l e s s "darkness" which encompassed so much of h i s l i f e . 

I t i s not simply t h a t he worked as a t i r e l e s s t e a c h e r , 

e v a n g e l i s t and a p o l o g i s t , but a l s o the f a c t t h a t N e i l l c o n t i n ­

ued through h i s agony and brokenness which suggests he t r i e d , 

a t l e a s t , to l i v e out h i s deepest C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c c o n v i c t i o n s 

with i n t e g r i t y . 
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One' of the key reasons why he was able to do t h i s was 

rooted i n h i s a b i l i t y to i n t e g r a t e h i s hunger f o r knowledge 

with h i s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c b e l i e f . Thus, t h e r e was v e r y l i t t l e 

t h a t N e i l l encountered, whether i t be music, l i t e r a t u r e , 

s c i e n c e , world h i s t o r y , other b e l i e f s or l a c k of b e l i e f s t h a t 

could not be i n t e g r a t e d w i t h i n h i s simple framework.[52] I n 

h i s own words he had the a b i l i t y to b r i n g " a l l t h i n g s i n t o 

r e l a t i o n s h i p with C h r i s t . " [ 5 3 ] 

T h i s was f u r t h e r nourished and r e v i t a l i s e d by a d i s c i ­

p l i n e d and t r a d i t i o n a l d e v o t i o n a l l i f e . I t was a r a r i t y f o r 

him to miss the d a i l y o f f i c e of morning prayer, though he 

p r e f e r r e d t o say i t on h i s own. He would of t e n meditate on the 

psalms or gospel s t o r i e s . I n h i s own eyes t h i s s l i g h t l y i n d i ­

v i d u a l i s t i c h a b i t brought s t a b i l i t y and cohesion to h i s t r a n ­

s i e n t l i f e s t y l e . I n h i s Carnham l e c t u r e s of 1958 he argues 

t h a t s 

C h r i s t i a n s w i l l not have an educated con­

s c i e n c e and a r i g h t judgement, u n l e s s they 

take the t r o u b l e to a c q u i r e i t by p a t i e n t 

meditation on the l i f e of C h r i s t and s e r i o u s 

study of t h e i r own v o c a t i o n to l i v e again 

the l i f e of C h r i s t upon the e a r t h . [ 5 4 ] 

T h i s emphasis upon meditation upon the l i f e of C h r i s t p a r t i a l l y 

e x p l a i n s why i n a l a t e r l e c t u r e on the New Testament he puts 

the Gospels foremost i n the Canon.[55] N e i l l ' s ambition, i n a 

general and c u l t u r a l l y appropriate sense, was simply to l i v e 

" a g a i n - t h e - l i f e of C h r i s t upon the e a r t h " . 

N e i l l ' s C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c f a i t h d i d run as a "a s i l v e r 
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thread" through h i s l i f e . I n s p i t e of and perhaps because of 

h i s weaknesses and f o i b l e s , h i s incomplete pneumatology and h i s 

over C h r i s t o - c e n t r i c theology, i t i s s t i l l p o s s i b l e to conclude 

t h a t o v e r a l l he was s u c c e s s f u l i n h i s ambition, as s t a t e d 

e a r l i e r s 

The c h i e f o b j e c t of my l i f e i s t h a t Jesus 

C h r i s t should be g l o r i f i e d . [ 5 6 ] 
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t h i n g , only with a s e n s i t i v e and w e l l t r a i n e d e a r can i t be 
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c o n t i n u a l d e s i r e to express h i m s e l f . 

33. I.N.T. p.211. 

34. I.N.T. p.212. 

35. I.N.T. p.212. N e i l l ' s r e l a t i o n to the Reformed t r a d i t i o n 
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