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The doubters who
won the war

THEY WERE allies in wartime, and often
acerbic adversaries in peace, who, the occa-
sional dig aside, came to deeply admire each
other. But for all their differences in political
outlook and temperament, Clement Attlee
and Winston Churchill shared remarkably
similar doubts about Christianity.

Leo McKinstry’s new joint biography, Attlee
and Churchill (Atlantic Books), retells the
story of a fading Attlee’s determination to
attend Churchill’s funeral at St Paul’s. Churchill
had not feared death; nor was he a fervent
believer. As he famously said, he saw himself
as supporting the Church as a flying buttress
on the outside rather than a pillar from within.

Lord Moran, his doctor for 25 years, wrote
that Churchill “did not believe in another
world, only in eternal sleep”. His friend, Violet
Bonham Carter, wrote that Churchill had told
her that “eternal life seemed a nightmare pos-
sibility”. His friend and ally, Bob Boothby,
complained of how with Churchill, “Thou
shalt have no other gods but me’ has always
been the first, and the most significant, of the
Commandments”.

Churchill’s insouciant attitude to eternal
life largely matched Attlee’s religious outlook.
Attlee came from a family of committed
Anglicans. His eldest brother was a clergyman
and a sister went to South Africa as a mis-
sionary. But though Attlee appreciated the
“ethics” of Christianity, he told friends that
he eschewed the “mumbo-jumbo”. Never a
chat show’s idea of an ideal guest, when asked
if he was an agnostic, Attlee replied crisply:
“I don’t know.” To the question as to whether
there might be an afterlife, he kept it even
shorter: “Possibly.”

AT MIDDAY ON Friday the occupants of
the Theology section in the Bodleian’s Lower
Reading Room slightly raised their heads to
exchange a wry approving smile as the
thumping, drumming, shouting of the chil-
dren-led global climate strike pounded the
street immediately outside their window.
“You’ll die of old age - I'll die of climate
change” and “I'm not going back to school
unless breathing underwater is on the cur-
riculum” read the placards.

A few hours later another group of Oxford
theologians were waiting for Fr Ian Ker -
the author of an acclaimed biography of John
Henry Newman - to show up at the Dom-
inican house of Blackfriars to give a lecture
on his hero.

Ker had been held up - not by the demo
but by trouble with his car engine. When
he arrived, he delighted his audience with
extracts from Newman’s work, showing the
cardinal’s skills as a satirist as well as an
apologist, preacher and letter-writer. An
interesting detail was that after his conver-
sion Newman was careful to take a copy of
the Douay version of the Bible into the pul-
pit with him, in case he might be led from
memory to quote from the Authorised
Version, which would have scandalised his
Catholic listeners.
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