CHAPLAINCY FOR ALL

One of the achievements of which I am proudest as chair of the Board of Education over the past five years is that we have been able to engage a high level of interest of our General Synod, and in the governing councils of other churches – and faith communities - in Further and Higher Education.  The strategies – Pushing Further, for FE – and Aiming Higher in HE – and the implementation processes which are going on in dioceses and districts up and down the country – are ambitious, but achievable, especially given the support you in Government have been able to give us, Minister.

In the FE context I would particularly like to mention Ann Limb and NEAFE – or fbfe as we must now learn to call it, as it becomes a fully-fledged multi-faith organisation.  And I gather that the new national council of faiths and beliefs in FE held a successful inaugural meeting last week.  With generous support from LSC for your Faith in Further Education project and the regional officers whom I can see in the audience, you have helped to make multi-faith chaplaincy a reality in the FE sector.  More on that later.

In the HE sector, the picture is different, and yet exciting chaplaincy models continue to emerge – as Faiths in Higher Education Chaplaincy, the new report by Jeremy Clines published today, reveals.  Chaplaincy in universities and higher education colleges has a much longer history, as an Anglican and, in the last century, an ecumenical tradition.  But there have also been Jewish chaplains in our universities for a long time. More recently there have been varying responses to the changing demands on chaplaincy in ever more diverse institutions. In many places the Christian chaplains serving ‘all faiths and none’ work alongside ‘Faith Advisers’ or contacts who may offer advice or come to see students from other faiths and traditions when required. Increasingly, teams are developing of chaplains and faith advisers (from different faith communities, including but not by any means restricted to Christians, Jews and Muslims) and other faith community representatives, who work together to varying degrees.

So perhaps I should begin by reflecting on the nature of chaplaincy – not on its contested origins in Medieval times, but on its character in the modern period.  First, chaplaincy is to the whole institution: it recognises with the noble exception of the Church Colleges and Universities and other institutions with faith foundations including, now, Muslim institutions such as Dr Siddiqui’s Markfield College of Higher Education – that further and higher education institutions see themselves as secular institutions. The role of the chaplaincy is to minister to the spiritual needs of all those who work therein – students, teachers and staff.

So a chaplain who is called to a student bedside to counsel someone who is in dire distress, or to provide support in response to a student death – Hugh told me of one of the larger urban universities where the chaplain had been involved with five separate student deaths over the Christmas period – makes absolutely no distinction in terms of faith or other affiliation in giving pastoral support to the individual – and often to the family of those involved.  Let us be absolutely clear – a spiritual crisis is a spiritual crisis whoever is undergoing it, and those who work in chaplaincy teams – always in close contact with student services teams or their equivalent– know how important team spirit is in enabling and sustaining the chaplain themselves in doing what can be a difficult, and, in some institutions where the chaplaincy is less secure or well established, a lonely task.

Exactly the same has to be true of chaplains in FE colleges, when they are meeting with young people who are wanting to explore the big questions – Is there a God?  Why can’t I always do what I want?  What does it all mean?  Of course individual chaplains will bring their own perspectives to bear on how they explore the answers given by the various faiths which may be represented in the group, but their job is to help, advise and support those students as they explore those questions – not to try to feed them one set of answers.

And in both these examples, the Christian or other chaplain has a responsibility to involve those from the faith of the student or member of staff concerned.  Where there is a multi-faith team, this is an easy, but essential task – especially where it is a matter of death or deep distress.  And in student discussions – or requests for advice – there are complex issues relating to gender, culture or traditions, where a chaplain from a single faith has to be very wary in giving advice – but in a team context is much more easily able to respond effectively.

The second key characteristic among those I could highlight which I want to emphasise today is that chaplains are in some sense representatives of their faith communities. Now this may seem such an obvious thing to say that it is hardly worth making the point. But the fact is that chaplains are not simply people who are fulfilling a certain set of tasks or functions within their institutions, whether liturgically and ceremonially or as glorified trouble shooters sorting out problems that arise in their institutions. They do those things, but as members of faith communities, and as people formed by the traditions and disciplines of those communities. It is a vital requirement of all chaplains that they are in some sense joint appointments – regardless of who does or does not pay for them. They are accountable to their sending communities, who validate them as bona fide chaplains. And they are accountable, in different ways, to their institutions who invite them, allow them in and sometimes even pay for them. 

What this means is that chaplains in universities and colleges occupy a position whereby they face both their institutions and their wider communities. And the exciting thing is that institutions are beginning to see some of the real value of having such people in their midst – people who are both in, but not entirely of, the institution. At a time when many young people are encountering diversity in a way they have never done before, are exploring new ideas and having to face some of their learnt prejudices, chaplaincies provide a forum for community building and personal development which is an enormous resource. This is true in both Fe and HE, and I am so glad that this message will shout so loudly from the pages of Faiths in Higher Education Chaplaincy, which demonstrates just what it says on the cover: that chaplains play valuable and surprisingly diverse roles engaging with faith communities, building good campus relations and contributing to social cohesion.


We live in a complex society, in which divisions based on religion appear to have deepened since 2001.  But are we sure that this is the case?  Every generation has to face tension and the fall-out from conflict whether local or global.  Look at the deep and apparently unbridgeable divisions of Northern Ireland in the 80s and 90s – and the recruitment of young people to terrorist groups in that province.  And look at the impact of non-segregated further and higher education institutions in those communities and at how quickly reconciliation projects based on chaplaincies in the colleges over there emerged, such as  the one at Armagh College which the Minister presented the ‘Beacon of Beacons’ Award to last summer.

We in the churches and faith communities know that as well as having a very positive influence religion can be divisive – if issues are left hidden and people feel excluded from the mainstream of life.  In such a context, extremism can be attractive to young hotheads and those who are disaffected.  But where students’ faith is acknowledged, and the spiritual needs of those of all faiths – and those of no religious belief – are recognised and nurtured, extremism is far less likely to take root.  Where students feel they can be open about their beliefs and their frustrations, they can have confidence in their institutions.  And chaplaincies have a vital role to play here.

What of Government’s role in all this?  Funding chaplaincy has become more of a problem as further and higher education have expanded - which is one reason why teams have developed – often staffed mainly by volunteers.  In Higher Education there is a tradition of partnership funding between institutions and churches and we would welcome support for a study that might explore the mechanics of this. 
In Further Education, we have welcomed the Government’s support – both in your own speeches, Minister, since you called for chaplaincy in colleges two years ago – and in the Learning and Skills Council’s funding of project work.  We remain disturbed, though, by the continuing anomaly over student entitlement to provision for their spiritual and moral development at age 16-19.  Although the number of colleges with chaplaincy provision has risen from a half to two thirds, this still leaves a lot of students without such provision.

As you know from your meeting with my colleague on The Board of Education the Bishop of Dover, we feel strongly that the raising of the effective learning age to 18 for all should be accompanied by an equal entitlement for all on this issue, and we hope you will find a place for an appropriate clause in the Education and Skills Bill.

In Higher Education there has not been a history of government support for chaplaincy work, though there has been and continues to be extremely strong support for the work of chaplains locally in their institutions and nationally chaplains are a familiar part of the higher educational institutional landscape in even the most “secular” of institutions. As we have said before, chaplaincies thrive on relationships of trust, built up over time, and chaplains have proved their worth. Yet sometimes it can feel as though there is still a mountain to climb. Even where chaplains are valued highly, respected, seen to be useful and to be used, there can be underlying concerns that to engage with chaplaincy is to engage with the world of faith that is somehow not the sort of thing a higher education institution should be seen to be doing. I recall the words of a very supportive senior manager: “of course, being a secular institution, we can’t officially have a chaplaincy. But if the chaplaincy didn’t exist, we’d have to invent one”!

To which I want to say: not only should our education institutions be engaging with the world of faith. They must. If education is about the development of the whole person, then it must be concerned with the whole of the person, including a person’s faith, or spirituality, or belief system, whatever it may be. And if our institutions pride themselves, as they rightly do, on the value they put on freedom of speech and an open, uncensored quest for truth, then they must take account of the fact that members of faith communities – including many students and members of staff – follow world faiths which have their own truth claims to take account of. None of us come to anything wholly objectively. We are who we are, and we need to understand what makes us – and our friends and neighbours and those we do not agree with, tick. Not one of us simply leaves our beliefs and values at the university or college door.

There cannot have been a time in our memories when faith has been quite so talked about on campus. In previous ages faith may have been assumed. Now it is discussed and it is of interest to a much wider group of people than one might assume Just see what happens when a chaplain offers to take group of students on retreats & quiet days. Universities themselves must not discriminate against students on the grounds of their religion or belief. At the same time, students must learn not to behave in ways that are discriminatory towards each other. To live and work together in an environment where different beliefs and ideas are shared openly is the best way to learn to celebrate and not fear diversity. The lessons students learn at university and college, and the attitudes they form are the ones they will take with them into the rest of their lives. And surely the best moderation of extreme views – be they political, religious or even views that promote violent extremism – is done by people’s peers. Students – supported by chaplaincies – doing it for themselves.

But it is also important for the faith communities to do it for themselves: to develop their own visions of chaplaincy. Being in it together releases each of us to be ourselves – to put our own point of view in a context in which others are being allowed to do the same. This is healthy for faith communities, healthy for learning, and healthy for the institutions it is our call and our privilege to serve.
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