B.F. Westcott – Confronting the Bible in daily life.

It is hard to understand just why involvement in a new and not all that radical version of the Bible [the Revised Version] might in itself precipitate the decision that someone was too unorthodox to be associated with. I want to look at why such a decision made a kind of sense at the time; and this will open up some reflection on how Westcott approached the Bible, and indeed revelation in general, suggesting a way of understanding different varieties of ‘liberalism’ within the Anglican theological spectrum – and some thoughts on what has happened lately to that element in the tradition.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the discoveries of unknown and very ancient witnesses to the biblical text had become fairly common knowledge among the educated public; the discovery and publication of the great codices, Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, during the 1850s and 6os represented the culmination of a long period of textual unsettlement. But to acknowledge that the King James Bible therefore embodied inferior or even mistaken textual traditions was widely seen as an acknowledgement that the authority of the Bible itself was not what it had long been believed to be; to quote Chadwick, ‘A sense of insecurity about the Biblical text began to enter some inexpert minds.’ If uncertainty were admitted in any area, it infected all – a very familiar anxiety in every modern debate about scriptural authority. The rearguard action against the Revised Version in the 188os was not simply about issues of style (where there was plenty to criticise) or disinterested scholarship (where there wcrc again some legitimate questions) but drew from the deep well of English biblicism – the conviction, still to be found in some English-speaking Protestant circles, that the 1611 text was the supreme gift of God to Reformed Christianity in the supremely favoured Protestant nation. [74]
Every detail of the text mattered. But the paradox is that Westcott himself believed this with as much passion as any critic of the Revisers. The difference is that for him the problems and uncertainties of the text were themselves gift. The Bible is given us by our creator not first as a set of clear narratives and instructions but as something more like a massive canvas depicting the nature of the giver. You need to stand back again and again to see the whole; but you also need to see how that whole is constructed; you have to crawl over its surface inch by inch, not stopping to abstract and frame one section of that surface, but tracing the connections that, detail by detail, make up the whole. Interpre​tation for the believer is thus a shuttling between the closest possible reading of the text, with all the resources available, and the repeated attempt to find words to articulate the complex unity that is being uncovered. [75]
Chadwick nicely says that Westcott ‘loved each word as an indi​vidual’. In the course of a twenty-year correspondence with Victoria, Lady Welby, Westcott himself returns to this theme regu​larly. In 1880, having discussed a number of details in exegesis, he writes, 
‘These are very small things, yet there is indeed nothing small in Scripture. Every syllable, as Origen said, has, I believe, its force, and the words are living words for us.’ 
And in 1886 he makes the same point in almost the same words: 
‘I do in my heart believe that every syllable of Holy Scripture, as Origen said, has its work; but I hope I may be saved from the presumption of saying, “It is this, this only”.’ 
And the ‘work’ of each syllable is to provoke us to work. Late in his life, Westcott wrote: 

The Bible does not supersede labour, but by its very form proclaims labour to be fruitful … There is, no doubt, a rest​less desire in man for some help which may save him from the painful necessity of reflection, comparison, judgment. But the Bible offers no such help. It offers no wisdom to the careless, and no security to the indolent. It awakens, nerves, invigorates, but it makes no promise of ease. [76]
To confront the Bible in its entirety is to confront a reality which will continue to surprise us if it is really of God; to systematise it and to idolise the text as a finished set of solutions is to reject the true gift. [77]
Here we see clearly the importance for Westcott of faith as in​corporation into Christ; perhaps more than any other English writer of the nineteenth century, he defines Christian identity con​sistently as being where Christ is, in Christ’s life and by his power, and all that he has to say, for example, about the atonement is within this context. Another very brief passage, from a letter of 1874 to Lightfoot, spells out the same theological vision as we find in the commentary; the reference is to the Christological hymn at the beginning of Colossians, and Westcott proposes that we read it as alternating between treating the divine Son in relation to creation first as he is in himself, then as he is in virtue of the incarnation. He is the ground of creation as God’s eternal image, and ‘firstborn’ of creation as incarnate. [78]
If Westcott is to be regarded as a liberal, on the grounds at least that he opposed the unthinking hermeneutical literalism of the majority of his fellow-churchmen, we might begin to identify a style of Anglican liberalism that is rather different from what lib​eralism is commonly supposed to be. The refusal of simple closure in biblical interpretation (‘I hope I may be saved from the pre​sumption of saying, “It is this, this only”.’) is characteristic, of course, of Richard Hooker in his denial of a single identifiable model for Christian ministry in the New Testament; and it is clearly akin to the confessional caution of Sir Thomas Browne and the probabilism of Bishop Butler. It might be summed up as the belief that scriptural and Christian language always says more than it initially seems to say. To believe that you have mastered that ‘more’ is to arrest a process in which God is actively causing you to grow. [80]
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