Chapter 2

Changes in Mission Policy, 1894-1975

In 1894, under the leadership of Cecil Wilson, a new era began in the
activities of the Melanesian Mission, It was atime when the Mission recognized
the need to assess its performance during the first forty-five years of its
establishment and where it was necessary to make changes and to set new goals
for the future. Many things had happened in Melanesia during this period and
it was the right time for an evaluation to be made. One problem that had
become very clear during this period was the difficulty of separating Christianity
as a religious enterprise from Christianity as an agent promoting a particular
vision of civilization. That is, Christianity and Western civilization seemed to
have a symbiotic relationship so that one could not be promoted without the
other. It was under such an atmosphere that Cecil Wilson took charge of the
Diocese of Melanesia. He could therefore be described as one who was
involved either in “dismantling” or “building up” of the Diocese. Montgomery,
an Australian bishop who had travelled in Melanesia, describes the work of
Wilson as follows:

I know no one whose work needs our appreciative sympathy more
than Bishop Cecil Wilson. He came as a very young bishop to a
diocese dominated by the great personalities of the Selwyns and of
Patteson, and with a distinctive tradition created by them. He

came, too, just at the time when the necessity for great changes
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had become apparent, not because the old traditions were not
noble and wise, far from it, there never was a mission more nobly
planned; but because a silent revolution had passed over all
mission work everywhere.*

This statement by the Tasmanian bishop summarises the fundamental reasons

for the need to change the approach to the work of the Melanesian Mission
during this period. Montgomery said:

| have no doubt whatever that were the Selwyns and Patteson alive
today they would show their statesmanship by adapting themselves
to the changed conditions. It is no real loyalty to those great men
to keep blindly to their methods in times which have changed so
completely as ours have since they planned the Mission.*

However, in spite of the logical reasons given by Montgomery to pursue
change, some of the missionaries who worked under the regime of the Selwyns
and Patteson had reservations about the appropriateness of some of those new
approaches. For instance, Robert Codrington, a former senior missionary of the
Mission said;

Bishop Selwyn in a cutter among untouched savages is not like
Bishop Wilson in a 500 ton steel steamer among people who talk
pidgin English.... We were not in all respects models no doubt but
in that we were good missionaries - we desired to know and live

with the natives. | fear that there has been in that respect a
considerable deterioration in Norfolk Island and a change in the
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way of look at the working of things.”’

Another former missionary Walter Ivens expressed the view that the new
approaches could not achieve greater things without being “imbued with the
traditional methods of the work which we inherit from the great men of the
past.”>

On June 11, 1894 Cecil Wilson was consecrated third bishop of Melanesia
in Auckland, New Zealand, and on june 29 was enthroned at the diocesan
headquarters on Norfolk Island. Representing Melanesia on these two occasions
were the first two Melanesian priests, George Sarawia and Henry Tagalad. Cecil
Wilson was educated at Tonbridge and attended Jesus College in Cambridge,

and like Patteson, he was a good cricket player.

Decision to Establish Schools in Melanesia

As the new leader of the Mission, Wilson’s first task was to improve the
quality of education for catechists at the Norfolk Island Central School by
recruiting more trained teachers from England. However, while maintaining and
improving the Central School was necessary, he believed that the time was right
to establish village schools on the islands. Before he was consecrated bishop in

1894, Wilson had bought a piece of land on Gela, in the Solomon Islands, and
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it was there in 1896, that Siota School was established. Later Bunana and
Pamua schools on Gela and Makira respectively in the Solomons, and Vureas
on Motalava in Vanuatu were opened. In the meantime, other schools for
Ysabel, Guadalcanal and Malaita were being proposed.

However, the decision by Wilson to move the Diocesan headquarters to
Siota did not come until towards the time of his retirement, so he decided to
leave it to his successor to implement. One reason for this decision was that
Melanesia was less isolated than it used to be. When the Solomon Islands were
declared a British Protectorate in 1893, the Melanesian Mission was no longer
the only agent of missionary activities and source of outside contact in the
islands a status which the Mission had enjoyed for forty-five years. After the
establishment of the Protectorate, the Government realised that it needed to be
financially self-supporting so it invited overseas companies to establish large-
scale coconut plantations in the Islands. The government also recognised that
the presence of more mission agencies would speed up economic development,
so it invited other missions into areas where there had been no mission
activities. The Roman Catholics arrived in 1898, Methodists in 1902, South Sea
Evangelical Mission in 1904, and Seventh Day Adventists in 1914, These new
missions moved in with enthusiasm, so that by 1914, the Melanesian Mission

was merely a partner among several missionary organizations in the islands.
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Competition among the different missions may have been a factor in the growth

of the Church during this period.

Changes on the Life of Melanesians

The return of the Melanesians who had worked in sugar-cane plantations in
Queensland led to the formation of South Sea Evangelical Mission and also
contributed more broadly to the changes that occurred during this period. In
1907, nine thousand Melanesians returned to the islands with experiences and
life-styles they had acquired in Australia.® They had been exposed to some
aspects of Western civilization and Christianity, so their return had some impact
on the life of the people in Melanesia. Men and women started wearing
European clothes, hats and shoes, and pidgin English became popular. in fact,
this was the beginning of the establishment of pidgin English in the islands.
Those who became Christians while in Australia wanted to continue with what
they had been used to, so they wanted the prayers to be said in English and not
in their own languages. The Europeans who had taught them the Christian faith
in Australia followed them to the islands, and thus began the, SSEM, a zealous

organization that stressed Melanesian leadership.
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