An Ancestral Reminiscence

A sermon preached by John M Hull in the Chapel of the Queen’s Foundation on Saturday 22nd April 2006

at a Service of Thanksgiving preceding the presentation of a Festchrift in his honour.

The psychologists sometimes say that people in old age have a tendency to engage in what is called 'life review'.  Although an occasion such as this might seem appropriate for such an exercise, I am far too young to engage in it, and so instead I propose to share with you not an individual life review, but a kind of ancestral reminiscence.

My father was a Methodist minister, and his father was a head teacher of a secondary school in Leicester, England.  From them and from my school teacher mother, I suppose I inherited my interest in Christian faith and education.  My great grandfather, Alfred Hull, was a brewer of fine ales and beers in the city of Leicester, and so I suppose that has also entered into my inheritance, although for myself it is more the vine than the frothy beverage.  Come to think of it, my father was teetotal, drinking neither wine nor beer; I drink wine but not beer, and my sons to say nothing of my daughters drink both wine and beer, so it brings the family tradition to a kind of rich liquid fulfilment.

I have never been much interested in where I came from, being always too busy trying to work out where I was going to.  But when I was with my mother for the last time, in 1984, I got into a discussion with her about where my Christian faith had come from.  I knew that my own faith had certainly come from my father, and I also knew that his faith had been inspired by her, but I did not know where she herself had derived her faith.

My mother, Madge Huttley, had been brought up in Stawell, a small town about one hundred miles north-west of Melbourne, famous for being the location of the Stawell Gift, Australia's richest one hundred metres foot race.  Otherwise, it was known as the gateway to the Grampian Mountains, a wonderfully beautiful range of peaks and valleys where we children spent many of our summers, an area terribly devastated by bush fires earlier this year.  My mother's parents were steady but conventional church-going people, regular in the local Congregational Chapel.  My grandfather, old Mr Huttley, was a garage owner, and my mother remembers from the years just before and after the First World War, how he would go on the train to Melbourne and come back driving a new automobile, just delivered off the ship in Port Melbourne, to sell in his garage.  But my mother had not caught her dynamic, living faith from them, good parents although they were.

The young Madge Huttley, at the age of seventeen, had decided to enter the teaching profession, and had been sent to Melbourne to train at the Melbourne Teachers College. She had obtained lodgings with the Treloar family, where there was a daughter about the same age as my mother, Mildred Treloar, also training at the same college.  Mildred was a keen Christian, who later became a dedicated missionary with one of the evangelical missionary societies in India. It was Mildred who persuaded Madge, her country friend, to read the Bible, and showed her how exciting it could be. But how had young Mildred received her faith?

My mother explained that the Treloars were Baptists, and that old Mr Treloar, as she remembered him, was a Baptist lay preacher.  At this moment, my mother gave a little shriek, and clutched my arm.  "Oh!" she said, "I never thought of this before. How strange! You know, John, he was blind!"  She went on to describe how often she had been to the Baptist church with Mildred to hear Mr Treloar preach from the Bible in Braille, and how, as she said, his face lit up with a radiant smile as he spoke about the glorious life of the world to come.  So that was how it was: a blind man in Melbourne gave his faith to his daughter, who passed it on to her friend from the country, who in turn passed it on to the man who was to become her husband, who passed it on to his son, who returned to England, and became a blind person.

When she had finished college, Madge was posted by the Victorian Education Department to Beenak, a little saw-milling township, in the Dandenong Ranges, some thirty miles north-east of Melbourne.  It was a tiny place, consisting of nothing but the sawmill and the men who worked there, together with their families.  She became the single teacher in the one-room school-house.  There she fell in love not with a nice Christian man, but with the engineer of the mill, a hard drinking, hard living man, Jack Hull, who was in addition to all this, a militant atheist.  He was well read in the literature of atheism, Thomas Payne, Robert Ingersoll and Charles Bradlaugh - an amateur boxer and competitive axeman.  His job was to operate the winch that pulled the logs on a wire rope down the hillside to the saw mill and the railhead.  She fell in love with him, and he with her.

But after a few months, his company transferred him to another sawmill town, deep in the Otway Ranges, hundreds of miles away, in western Victoria.  As he left, she gave him something that he kept in his jacket pocket, not being quite sure whether to be proud of who had given it to him or ashamed of what it was: a tiny pocket New Testament.  She had made him promise to read it, and this he did, chapter by chapter, night after night. Whether it was his growing love for the story or his even greater love for the school teacher he was never able to tell, and I don't suppose it matters, but he was increasingly impressed by this little book.  Of course, he had read it before, but only to make lists of the contradictions between the gospels.  Now he read it in a different way, and gradually, as I heard him say many times, the beauty of it, especially the Gospel of St Luke, grew upon him, and he found himself saying that nothing so beautiful could be entirely false.  One night he slipped from his bunk and gave his life to the God who had spoken to him through Jesus Christ and Madge Huttley.

Now he decided to go to church, something he had never done in his life before.  He made cautious enquiries, and found that there was a little church in the bush some six or seven miles away, where they had a service once every six weeks.  Jack walked those six or seven miles and found that indeed the service was on that very week.  It turned out to be a Methodist church, and the preacher was a Methodist Home Missioner.  Being unable to come next time, and noticing in the congregation a fine looking young man, he assumed him to be a regular worshipper, and asked him if he would be kind enough to conduct the service next time.  So it was that the sawmill winch operator found himself, a year or two later, reading philosophy and theology in the University of Melbourne Queen's College, in preparation for the Methodist ministry.  Following his ordination, he married the school teacher, and they went for their first appointment to a little place in north eastern Victoria, Cudgewa, high in the Victorian Alps.  There they began their family of four, of whom I was the second.  How strange it is today, tracing that thread that leads from a blind man in 1920 to another one, his spiritual offspring, in 2006, and from that Queen's College in Melbourne to another one in far off Birmingham.

Well, enough of these ancestral reminiscences!  Let us turn to the proper task of the sermon, and to make a comment on the two readings that we heard earlier in the service. The first one was a Psalm of David, coming from the Hebrew temple in Jerusalem centuries before Christ, and the second one was from a letter written in the middle of the first Christian century by a Jewish rabbi to a group of people in Rome, the centre of power in the greatest empire the world had ever known.  They are, however, surprisingly similar. The first one says "This poor man had almost stumbled; his feet had almost slipped; he had almost fallen into darkness, but the Lord held him fast".  The second one announces in words with which I can also identify:  "In all these things we are more than conquerers through Him who loved us.  For I am completely convinced that neither life nor death, things present nor things to come, nor height nor depth, principalities nor powers nor anything else in all creation shall be able to separate us from the love of God through Jesus Christ our Lord."            Amen.
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