John Stott: a meeting and a (distant) perspective
I am not quite sure what led me to write to 'Uncle John', as I did in the letter which is copied out in the previous pages, nor particularly what within it inspired him to reply and suggest a meeting. As I was due at work at 9:30 a.m., I was able to adhere to his suggestion of telephoning him at 8:00 a.m. on a summer Tuesday morning (Wednesday was an alternative) to arrange a meeting, prior to setting off for work that day. Teatime the following Saturday seemed appropriate and 4:30 p.m. was set as a time I should arrive at his place of dwelling. That Tuesday I sent out brief letters to what I considered were my 20 or so closer friends with just two sentences, one setting out the details of the intended meeting and the other asking that people would pray appropriately as they felt led and that I would be able to be myself, and the meeting might be fruitful.


In my free time for the rest of the week I was fairly frantic in trying to get my writings in order, particularly my ten page critique of All Souls to the extent that I was relieved when I finally got a bit of software going at 10:00 a.m. that Saturday morning, a time of the week when I might usually still be in bed. Furthermore, by 3:30 p.m., I was running late, but thankfully a local taxi was free to take me on the journey and I arrived in good time, just as the Rector of All Souls was leaving, and I sat on the pavement making adding a few final hand-written amendments to my critique and was then able to ring the buzzer to his flat at almost exactly 4:30 p.m. 


'Uncle John' met me as he continued with a submissive body language and nature, which included a rebuke for my clothing being inappropriate for the warm weather. After minimal small talk as he prepared tea and biscuits, for the best part of an hour he questioned me in a consistent, steady and flowing manner and a smooth reactive engagement to my answers comparable to an amateur psychiatrist (no disrespect intended). Only a psychiatrist or a job interviewer has ever asked me questions about my life, thoughts and feelings to anything like the same degree; indeed from shy females to knowledgeable theologians hundreds have ‘enjoyed’ my company, but all have let me ask the questions and drive the conversation. I really felt he was genuinely letting his heart and mind engage with our conversation and with me. He seemed interested and reacted graciously with a mildly startled reaction to one or two answers I gave. I was impressed with the empathy in his body language, of which I have seen little exhibited in other Christians. Similarly, I was determined to be myself and react spontaneously from my heart to the questions I was being asked and to minimise my thinking until afterwards when there would be plenty of time to reflect.


I handed over my writing and he said he would read it and get back to me by the end of the following month to see if a further meeting would be appropriate. At the end, after about an hour, he asked me if I had any question I would like to ask him and I paused seemingly not having one, but then one came to mind and we had a short discussion. I am not sure, but I feel business was done between us and between each of us and God at that point. He escorted me to the door with another indirect rebuke at my inappropriate clothing and with a handshake muttered ‘Blessings!’ and returned inside. I was a little confused and as a person nearby asked me for directions to a London landmark I was unable to help as normally I feel I would have been able to and I then wandered into the West End for leisure escape. Perhaps many would approach such a notable figure, with such a reputation for holiness, at one extreme hoping to find one’s salvation assured and at the other wishing to impress a little, but failing to realise that being oneself and therefore being graceful is right and gives the best chance of achieving these goals. Anyway, I felt that having no pre-conceptions as to how the meeting would go it had largely gone in line with God’s will and I had a sense of inward satisfaction and contentment. I was slightly surprised that my friends to whom I had written asking for prayer support for the meeting hardly seemed interested in the conversation that had taken place and that ‘Uncle John’ did not communicate again even after I had sent him a reminder after the end of the next month, by which time he had seemed to me to agree to respond to my writing, which I had left with him. But I drew no inference, indeed the criteria for our meeting again might have included whether or not there was a lack of ‘unfinished business’ as well as whether there was any ‘advantageous benefit’ in doing so, therefore the lack of a further meeting might just as well be seen as a veiled compliment. A year or so later, after I had sent him my document on male-female interaction, I received a hand-written note from him in response. Though it was not directly complimentary, I was later to understand that often he is unable to respond to his not noticeably diminishing postbag or often did so with type-written letters or through his secretary. 


If anything I have subsequently grown in the warmth of my feelings towards ‘Uncle John’, but also more confident in not feeling the need to agree with him about everything, particularly his continuing busy lifestyle and over-prioritisation of black-or-white intellectualism. But from any perspective, it was a privileged and somewhat resonant encounter, for which I am very grateful. 


The characteristics in ‘Uncle John’ of his upbringing through public school and Cambridge are very evident particularly to me, as I was born into the cusp of great change in such institutions (end of fagging, comfortable conditions/inside toilets, admission of women etc.). I would accept the statement that in some sense the World Wars were won on the playing fields of Eton as being more than just a metaphor. A century of such an education produced many men of great determination, self-belief and ability to self-manage their lives. But there was great emphasis on the stiff upper lip, take it like a man, pull yourself together attitude which produced the ability to withstand and overcome suffering, but also gave rise to a lack of emotional development and the British reserve so that one’s feelings were not easily shared especially with those from different backgrounds. There was little understanding that someone struggling would pull himself or herself together if they were able to and emotional support in the form of empathy not sound-bite fixes or problem-solving was required. God, the Bible and prayer were plenty for the Oxbridge Christian to survive and flourish upon, but not usually the ‘ordinary’ member of society on the receiving end of their talks who needed loving, accepting and affirming prior to and after receiving the word. Most had issues which needed meeting to provide and sustain a platform for their Christian life. When I went to primary school aged six I was put into a class a year ahead of me, but this did not stop my first school report from saying ‘Does not suffer fools gladly’. On asking my mother what this meant she explained making sure I realised this was not a good attitude. I have never forgotten this and indeed I can hardly think of anyone I have met that I have felt to be stupid. However, I am reliably informed that ‘Uncle John’ betrayed something of this characteristic well into his fifties after more than twenty years at the helm of All Souls such that he had little time for those lacking ability or determination and this attitude remains prevalent in his chosen successors today. I feel this attitude seriously contradicts the cross and in particular Colossians 1:28: ‘We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ.’ I shudder to think of the consequences for those in an up-ward looking hierarchy seeking the pastoral support which they rightly felt would be available, only to be told to sort themselves out (e.g. get your quiet time in order) when they rather needed the assurance of the everlasting arms of the divine safety-net of grace. 


I understand that ‘Uncle John’s’ vision is of creating a super-evangelical class of Christian leaders, thoroughly trained to preach the gospel throughout the world, but I feel this is sadly mistaken. I am sure the individuals benefiting from such training have important ministries, but I feel the age of the ‘missionary’ in the sense that we commonly understand it is nearly over and that this policy is doomed to failure in the post-modern world and in fact it has no Biblical roots. We do not live in a hierarchical society where people know their place and look to authority, rather people now move rapidly and frequently up and down the ‘strata’ of society, so the idea of feeding the word down to people does not really work that well any more. But also the Bible hardly demonstrates that God uses mightily those who seem to his people to be suitably qualified for his doing so. The squeaky-clean upright well educated, handsome, does not put a foot wrong type used mightily by God? Quite the contrary – God chose the some of the most sinful and unlikely characters for important roles in His kingdom, including the two great preachers of the Bible. Paul had the background of persecuting Christians ensuring that he knew what he had been saved from and spurring his ministry. But he did not just preach, also working as a tent-maker, making a practical and financial contribution as well as empathising with his listeners. But today few evangelical ministers take time out to research their congregation. Even Jesus took His time to explore the human condition rather than preach all His life, though we know he was capable of doing so even as a child. Peter also surely reflected in the undeserved, perhaps uniquely graceful forgiveness of his persistent denial of Jesus that was most likely required to under-gird his ministry and the effectiveness of Pentecost as he probably wanted no share of God’s glory and so the results being entirely in God’s domain were impressive. I feel the part of a listener’s path to salvation that is tied up with the reputation of the preacher is much exaggerated. 

Unfortunately today we have the cult of the celebrity that holds the church back in so many ways. We should meet people where they are at and so while perhaps fifty years ago people were educationally and socially prepared for an intellectual message, we need to adapt today to meet people who lack basic knowledge of the Gospel and are lonely, insecure, needy and emotionally led. Perhaps even history shows up this mistake. The Clapham Sect, as they were known, achieved a great deal, but the legacy of many a revival was thwarted as new Christians were told to go back to their same low-level positions in society, which did not at all correspond with their gifts, the fruit of their salvation or their new life aspirations. Everyone needs to be loved and inspired with visionary goals. But while his reputation and style may exude professionalism, in John Stott there is a heart of humility. A sound-bite reached me that on one occasion in America when he was being overly flattered in the form of how majestic God was in raising up such a person as him, he retorted: ‘If you could see the sin in my heart as God does you would spit in my face’. Full marks! It is just a pity that such confession does not come across more and that the protection of his reputation does not appear to have been left entirely to God.

A prime characteristic of ‘Uncle John’ is the strength and rigour of his intellect and indeed there is a resonant rhythm in much of his expositions, both written and spoken, that can only be admired. But occasionally his reliance on the quality of his own reasoning betrays him. A small example would be his belief, expressed more than once, that one person cannot know what another is thinking, which is not entirely accurate. (I have rarely experienced someone knowing something of the content of my thoughts and it has been scientifically proven that a rare individual can have the ability to input thoughts into another person who is sleeping, then wake them up and get them to recite back those thoughts.) More broadly he seems to have taken upon himself to speak for evangelicals assuming that he can be a spokesperson for them, when many in this constituency disagree with him sometimes fundamentally on such as his view of the finer points of the interpretation of the cross and other priorities and interpretations. He also betrays some ignorance and prejudice on mental health issues in remarking more than once that the patient ought to be able to get rid of their feelings of guilt, that so weigh them down. But that is primarily the responsibility of friends, family, church and society, who in reality tend to pile on the guilt feelings by saying such as ‘Why do not you snap out of it?’ as if the patient could do so! Of course, unconditional love is required, not a fix. But, on the whole it is his distorted role model and apparent lack of focus on pastoral care that most concerns me. I do not doubt the integrity and usefulness of the thirty-five books he has written interpreting scripture (though I feel his views may have changed on some of his earlier books and he should correct himself publicly), and I am sure he has done his fair share of hospitality and personal encouragement, but it is the hundreds who do not have his particular gift for exposition who look to him for guidance and find no priority on fellowship and personal relationships, or at least not in his church, which has such serious repercussions. 

Sometimes ‘Uncle John’ comes to the service at All Souls when he is not preaching and sits on the benches at the front with the ministry team. After the blessing at the end of the service, one could almost set the second hand on one’s watch, by the timing of ‘Uncle John’s’ rising out of his seat and ducking out of the back door, to me looking a bit like a naughty school boy. He must know that many come to church in need and to me his intellectual gifts and age do not excuse his refusal to come down to the Waldergrave Hall after the service. I am sure he would not at all be swamped as he might think and he could make a start in helping two or three people feel better about themselves. This brief period of his week is not so much vital in what he could achieve, but in how he is demonstrating his faith to others, that he is amongst us. I remark elsewhere that very few leaders, members of the ministry team and especially other leaders make it down to the Waldergrave Hall to where the church has been directed for coffee and resources and when they do they are usually looking for someone or talking to a friend. This is the ruination of the Gospel; one might almost wish the preaching to be much worse, since people might experience such a lack of welcome or unfriendly after-church. Leaders from around the world come to All Souls and are spotted to help lead a table on Christianity Explored, but are shocked at how unfriendly the church is. So one can imagine how unfriendly it might appear for those arriving without such affirmation.

Christ died such that we do not have to fight for His attention therefore we need leaders visible at church so that people do not have to fight to be heard. Then they will behave much better, feel accepted and reduce their need for attention. Christ, the supreme teacher, followed the golden rule of getting to know his audience thoroughly prior to and during his ministry and teaching. Yet ‘Uncle John’ and his ‘disciples’ feel this is not necessary for them; they have their own minds, their prayers and their obedience – more than enough for them to interpret Scripture accurately! I am not saying that ‘Uncle John’ has any major error in his understanding of God, though this is actually feasible, but that being the modern day equivalent of a ‘tent-maker’ perhaps a barman who has regular meaningful conversations with those who seem unimportant, would most likely have coloured some of his views and priorities. In short he may not have fitted in very well in a less well-educated, affluent or well-attended church and the main issue might be his mistaken ‘respect’ or ‘trust’ that people could take what they wanted from what was on offer, properly live out their faith and deal with issues that arise themselves. I believe there is a great chasm between his idea of the nature of a member of All Souls and the reality and an even greater chasm in what is needed for them to be met where they are at and properly ministered to. Of course ‘Uncle John’ is a special case and I am not saying he should not play to his strengths, but I am afraid his example is followed by others unwilling to face and at least cover their weaknesses. It seems as if everything in the church must suffer if necessary to protect the teaching goals. Where are the Christ-like leaders mixing with sinners?


But, the main problem with ‘Uncle John’ is not really down to him, but us and the way we put him up on a pedestal. It is amazing that Christians cannot see themselves doing this and do not consider that man putting God up on a pedestal was not his greatest moment. I discuss the problems associated with this dreadful disease elsewhere. I sympathise with the insecurities of a preacher and they do not help themselves, but we on the ground need to hold each other accountable in ensuring, with due grace, that we knock the preacher off a pedestal in other people’s mind with determination and vigour, while of course submitting to their leadership in love.


A great football manager going upstairs to a position of ‘Director of football’ with the appointment of a new manager has never yet been successful and similar problems in ‘Uncle John’s’ move many years ago now from Rector to Rector Emeritus resulting in a minor schism caused by those in All Souls resisting this move may not have been properly dealt with and could have lingering consequences even today spiritually or otherwise. ‘Uncle John’ now uses his age as an excuse not to get involved and I do not doubt his integrity, but he does seem a little inconsistent in using this excuse. No one is appointed to the ministry team without his express approval resulting in long periods when important positions have not been filled. Many interviews have resulted in say a potential curate not fitting the narrow doctrinal and behavioural criteria ‘Uncle John’ insists upon or the interviewee not liking the church. Considering the still strong worldwide reputation of the church and the preponderance of evangelical clergy coming through training, it is concerning that it is so difficult to fill the top positions in All Souls. A person who has the right attributes for the job, but deviates minimally in their style of belief and behaviour is not considered. It seems wrong that ‘Uncle John’ persists in his motto of unity, but in practice insists on unity of belief, rather than God’s idea of unity in the love of Christ Jesus providing a Bible such that people can grow in love for each other in spite of, or even sometimes because of, different Biblical interpretation. Whatever has been going on, in the rarefied world in which ‘Uncle John’ exercises his ministry, I fear his eye has been taken off the ball as far as focussing on the church that has been and still is a vehicle for those who prefer to preach rather than minister. Many in the church feel they cannot criticise with such as ‘Uncle John’ on the ministry team and so feel they do not count and the curates and to a lesser extent the Rector probably feel under a good deal of pressure from him being around also. This can result in people turning in on themselves.


The modern curse is to compare oneself with others and doing so with ‘Uncle John’ exacerbates the ensuing problems. We are on a par with him most importantly at the foot of the cross where the ground is level and God loves us the same, and we are all also but dirty infested rags compared to Christ Jesus. After that we may look at our gifts and our time in history to see how we may have a calling, a particular purpose in the outworking of His kingdom. We can state with sure confidence that ‘Uncle John’ has fully lived out of his calling, whereas many Christians may fail to discern their calling or fully live it out. Our calling may seem very insignificant compared to his, but we must not be put off from wrestling in thought, prayer, discussion and deed to discern what our ‘mission’ is and being committed to accepting that ‘mission’ whatever it may be in the knowledge that it is just as key for God’s purposes in ultimately redeeming the world even if it appears a lot less glamorous (than ‘Uncle John’s’). And he may have made mistakes in outworking his calling, just as we may do.


So how might a bystander attempt to put an approximate perspective on ‘Uncle John’? Here is a man living gracefully and consistently with his beliefs, who has moved evangelicalism on significantly with his fresh and deeper focus on Biblical commentary and exposition and who has maintained much of his reputation in the hard world of Christian politics. He found and followed his calling and is evidently highly regarded by many and in the sight of God, such have opportunities opened up and blessings been upon him. I would wish to be remembered for having something of a personality, but though none such seems particularly evident in ‘Uncle John’ we can guess that is partly the cost of having such a sound mind, displaying attention to detail and rigour in thinking. What makes him laugh, cry, be angry or experience temptation I do not know and perhaps few know him well enough to confidently describe such character attributes, but we can wonder at his undimmed commitment to faith and holy living and his decency, integrity, and humility. Indeed he is a man of faith, who lived his faith.

So we can feel grateful and privileged to have ‘Uncle John’ in our midst, while not needing to feel he is without fault, or that we could never live up to his standards. I remain unconvinced by his priorities even today unsure how much of an enduring epitaph his many books will be, compared to what he could have done and can still do to invigorate ‘ordinary’ church members with his attention and I see a hint of politics in his resistance to change in All Souls and in his views. He does not easily express his opinion when he is unsure of it, which is a great pity and he perhaps wrongly judges that the congregation must not be let into discussion, for example, of different interpretations of Bible passages, which I believe is much more trustworthy for the Bible in the long run. Overall ‘Uncle John’ must impress us and he grows more impressive, such as in his empathy for ‘fools’ he previously did not suffer gladly. He exudes great humility, sincerity and lack of hypocrisy and he does love as far as he is able – we can ask for no more. I hope that ‘Uncle John’ will continue to ‘enjoy life with Him’ for a good many more years yet, but when the appropriate time comes I am sure he will be one of the few who will receive the warmest of welcomes into eternal life. If possible, I will be watching the news and reading the newspapers at least as avidly as usual on the look out for any signs in the world that might relate to the glorious reception of his soul among the angels and unto the very throne of God and his Lord Jesus.
