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THE LOSS OF A MENTOR

The loss of a mentor is often accompanied by a 
particular type of grief. This loss can carry a pain that 
can cause one to feel disoriented in the world, cowered 
perhaps, by challenges that were previously embraced, 
and can leave one bruised by an anxious uncertainty 
about the future. When Professor Bernie Neville died 
earlier this year, I felt all of these things.

Raymond Gaita’s description of 
his German teacher could have 
been said about Bernie:

As a human being he 
wanted, and as a teacher 
felt obliged, to share what he 
loved with his students, 
hoping that they would find it 
worthy of their love and that 
it would nourish in them a 
love of the world, as it had in 
him. (Gaita, 2012, p. 764)

In an ever-changing, sometimes 
unsteady world, a mentor offers 
deep stability. At times, I would 
turn directly to Bernie with a 
problem or a question. 
Sometimes he’d give me a direct, 
no-nonsense reply. Often, 
though, in true Rogerian fashion, 
he’d respond with a curious 
question, trusting that I, as the 
inquirer, already knew my own 
answer. This meant that I’d often 
use Bernie’s mentorship in 
absentia, without asking him 
anything directly, simply 
imagining his response. 

When I supervise counsellors, or 
speak with clients about work-
related matters, I am struck 
repeatedly by the absence of 
mentors in their lives. Mentors are 
like map makers who offer 
direction that is sometimes 
comforting, sometimes 
challenging. These are the wise 
voices who can see beyond the 

Bernie was a central player in 
the education of 
psychotherapists in Australia. He 
was instrumental in setting up 
the Bachelor of Education 
(Counselling) at La Trobe 
University, which for many years 
was considered to be Australia’s 
preeminent, humanistically-
focussed psychology degree. 
The spirit and pedagogy of this 
course later became the core of 
La Trobe’s much-loved Masters 
of Counselling, one of the first 
professional psychotherapy 
training courses in Australia.

These were determinedly 
pluralistic programs which 
sought to educate as much as 
train, encouraging creativity, 
critical thinking, and the 
application of a practical, 
holistic, experiential learning 
model. As a teacher, Bernie 

embodied the qualities of these 
courses. I had the privilege to 
experience both these 
programs, firstly as a student 
and later as an academic.

I also had the honour to get to 
know and work with Bernie. He 
was a progressive thinker as well 
as an old school academic. He 
read, he thought, he pondered, 
discussed, argued, inquired, 
imagined, formulated and wrote. 
He had little time for what are 
now sometimes considered the 
markers of ‘quality’ education. 

He lectured without notes, 
PowerPoints or lesson plans. He 
wasn’t interested in KPIs. Bernie 
emanated a slightly dishevelled 
wisdom. He really knew his stuff 
and absolutely loved what he 
taught, and this, more than 
anything else, captivated and 
inspired his students.
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presenting concern and situate 
the issue in a broader, systemic 
frame. They can hold and 
dispense the human gold that 
is wisdom.

The fast-paced fluidity of modern 
work life leaves little time for 
reflection or long-term planning. 
Work colleagues arrive, stay 
awhile and then move on quickly, 
taking whatever workplace 
history and knowledge they have 
gleaned with them. This comes 
with the cost of the regular 
reinventing of the wheels of the 
work place. Our corporate 
addiction to restructuring is a 
symptom of this organisational 
disorientation. This absence of 
elders, of an occupational 
lineage, is linked to an increased 
level of ‘accountability’, a 
disconnection from mission, and 
a loss of long-term purpose. All 

this can lead to increased 
anxiety and an ironic fall in 
productivity. Mentors fly a bit 
higher than the rest of us 
enabling them, in a very real 
sense, to see into the future. With 
Bernie’s passing, I lament our 
general lack of interest in what 
good mentorship can offer.

While Bernie Neville is gone, his 
writings remain. In this edition of 
Psychotherapy & Counselling 
Today, we lead off with an 
extract from his book The Life of 
Things: Therapy & the Soul of the 
World (Neville, 2013). This book 
weaves together Bernie’s deep 
knowledge of therapists like 
Rogers and Jung, and 
philosophers like Whitehead and 
Gebser, with topics like 
psychotherapy, the Greek gods 
and ecopsychology. 

Bernie loved a question. They 
were his fields of play and a 
place for imagination to flourish. 
Here are three questions that 
meant a lot to him: Is learning 
simply a manifestation of what 
is there already, or can it be 
truly creative? (Neville, 2005, 
p. 31). What is your relationship 
with nature? What would 
psychology look like if we took 
the planet seriously? 
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