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Anne, thank you very much indeed for that introduction, though it’s always a bit alarming when people say “I remember you speaking five years ago” because you are immediately presented with to sort of equal and opposite worries. ‘I am now going to say the exact opposite of what I have said so far’, or am ‘I going to say exactly the same as I said five years ago’! You will be able to tell me afterwards which of those I have fallen into.  

But I welcome the opportunity to be with you and I am very grateful for the chance to spend a bit of time this morning with such a varied and interesting group.

When I was Bishop of Monmouth in South Wales, I remember that one of the discoveries I made was FE.  I began to realise how easily it falls off the edge of our consideration as a church, of educational policy and pastoral care and, at the same time, what an extraordinary opportunity, what openings and new horizons it provides for churches and other religious bodies to be made.  So it’s always for me a huge stimulus and huge enrichment to see how people are responding to those opportunities.  I have to say since he is here, that Andrew Morton told me a great deal about that when I was in the diocese of Monmouth.  Thank you. 

Well, now to the substance of what I am about to say, let me begin, rather implausibly, with St. Paul’s letter to the Romans, quite a bit of St. Paul’s letter to the Romans is about Christians disagreeing with each other in a very unedifying and violent way. We have of course moved so far from those primitive days that I realise that this may sound a little bit irrelevant, but bear with me. At one point St. Paul bursts out in exasperation, as thank goodness he often does, and says, in effect, ‘why are you trying to boss somebody else around –they’re working for another person?’ (I paraphrase). ‘They’re working for another person’ – they belong to someone else.  When you look at another member of the Christian church you are looking at someone whose responsibility is not primarily to you but to God; and when you are dealing with conflict, deep division and all the rest of it, in the Christian body, just remember that the other person is responsible first to God rather than to you.  

Now I think that is something that all religious traditions in different ways, have to say about every human being.  Other human beings are not, first of all, there for my agenda; the manager, they’re in relation to God before I get anywhere near them, because they are created by God, affirmed, loved, redeemed by God, at least potentially.  Their responsibility, their belonging, their very identify, is not just bound up with me. And that means that one of the things every religious tradition says is that human being are never just contained in any human institution.  

So, if you are asking about the contribution of faith to any bit of the educational world, any bit of political and social world, then the first thing and perhaps the most important, thing, which this contribution consists in, is perhaps rather worryingly, the idea that it relativises the institution. The presence of faith says ‘your institution is not everything, your agenda is not everything: what you think you understand and control, is not everything’.  And the people with whom you deal, are not completely defined, contained or exhausted by being in this institution or being in relationship to your agenda. Faith in any human context, educational or otherwise says there is more to the people in front of you than you think.  And, I have to say that when I go round to various kinds of educational institution, from primary school through to FE, higher education or whatever, it is this that is, again and again, borne in common: that sense of what you might call ‘the infinite hinterland’ behind the faces you are looking at.  Whether it is a 4 year old, 14 year old, 24 year old or an 80 year old, there is more than you think, behind the face; there is a set of relationships to ultimate reality to God the creator, not connected with the institutions agenda or my individual agenda. 

And that is, if you like, the dangerous edge, the exhilarating dangerous edge of dealing with human beings in education.  I have quoted more than once a wonderful remark I heard by a 20th century Jesuit, Cyril Martindale, he said that in education you must approach each individual ‘with awe and trembling’. And that’s not just an index of what many classrooms feel like these days; it is a very profoundly spiritual basis for any kind of involvement in education.  So that’s my first point about faith’s presence in general and its contribution to college excellence and to community cohesion, of values beliefs and faiths, is first of all to say to college and / or community: this isn’t everything and you haven’t yet mastered or controlled what is included in the mysteriousness of human reality.

So one contribution precisely in that area of questioning request which Anne mentioned earlier - it makes you question any idea that your educational environment, or the human relations you happen to be involved in, any idea that those are the last word. It says that there’s more than you think to this; there are relationships invisible at work. But that of course in itself might sound a slightly negative thing; as if faith is always wandering round institutions, saying ‘no, no, can’t do this, haven’t got it yet, can’t do that,’ and being relativising in that rather annoying, potentially rather patronising sense.  So I want to ask some questions about positive values generated by this kind of unsettling presence of faith in the community.  

That’s the second area that I want to look at very briefly. Of course the first thing is that if these questions and challenges that faith brings are heard, sympathetically, not as threatening but as suggestive and enlarging, then one of the things they do is to produce corporate humility.  And, corporate humility, like individual humility is not a kind of self-debasing strategy it’s a strategy for realism, a step towards a more real, more authentic picture of the world. Humility is not about saying ‘I have no value or worth, I am a worm’ corporate humility is not about saying we don’t do things very well, do we?’ Individual humility is about saying ‘I am part of something I don’t wholly understand or control and I’d better not have any illusions about that.’  Corporate humility is about saying once again I belong in an institution that has goals, standards and solid virtues that are not the whole universe.

Corporate lack of humility comes when institutions, societies, like individuals say ‘I can control things’ and basically ‘I can give you solutions to the most significant questions which you will never need to look at again’.  Corporate humility is a positive thing insofar as it reminds us that we are receivers as well as givers as institutions, not just as individuals.  And to say that human capacity and the human horizon are not exhausted by this group and its business, ought not to be threatening but enormously inviting as it says that our there are resources and riches that I can legitimately draw on and be fed by; I don’t have to feed myself all the time.  

And I would say that any institution serves human dignity precisely as and when it knows that it doesn’t exhaust it.  Any institution serves human dignity to the extent that it recognises it doesn’t exhaust human dignity.  I think there are some definitions of excellence that could be squeezed out of that; the excellence of any process or any institution like the maturity, virtue or even holiness of any individual person, is something to do with acknowledging that human dignity forms an exceeding control and grasp. And particularly in respect of education institutions I think excellence has to do, not simply with achievement, but that sense of standing on the brink of something yet to be seen; yet to be mastered and never mastered.  It’s back to Father Martindale and the approach with awe and trembling to the individual involved in the education process.  

And that’s how it is when we speak about spiritual values in education - a phrase which I, and I suspect many of you, get a little tired of sometimes when it is invoked as a conversation stopper.  When we speak about spiritual values of education we are not talking about bolting on a few extra bits to help us understand why religious people are so strange, we are talking about a particular quality of heart and imagination but because it takes to the brink of something inexhaustible, it serves human dignity in that lively deep way.  

I’ve argued in one or two places that none of the things that a comprehensive education institution is involved in, is always reminding people that no one set of skills or disciplines exhausts the questions human beings ask.  A good education institution, precisely because its got lots of different things going on, is always saying to you, ‘yes but that’s not the only question to ask, that’s not the only kind of thinking you can think’, and that too, I think, flows into what a spiritual life of an education institution is about.

So that the values generated, the values that might be good for institutions generated by this basic understanding of faith, have to do with humility that is also expectant, that is a realism which is open to be nourished and fed; a realism in any one individual; a realism in any one bit of the institution or any discipline within it;  a realism in the whole institution. A readiness to be fed and readiness to go with its people to the edge of mystery; to serve human dignity by recognising that they haven’t yet go on top of it. 

And that has something to do with how we understand human freedom at the end of the day – a proper understanding of humility, I think, leads to a proper understanding of freedom.  Humility, realism, says the person before me is more than I contain or take control, and that gives me a sense of my own mysteriousness, my own great hinterland and it is in that exchange, respecting mysteriousness in one another, that a real and vital, I think, transforming understanding of freedom emerges. Not just a freedom to do what I like, a consumer freedom of multiple choices; but freedom in the sense of relatedness to an endless life that is life-giving for me – the real meaning, I would say, of religious freedom.

Well we’ve come some way St. Paul and yet I think his basic principle that when you look at another believer you look at someone whose responsibilities are not just to you, you see how that can be extended to illuminate the life of institutions and relations with believers and non-believers; relations simply as human relations between people - understanding and respecting mystery, dignity, liberty in each other. 

I want, thirdly, to say, very briefly about how that relates to the question of cohesion, which is, I believe, an issue these days, as you all know.  Cohesion, I think, can be misunderstood as if it where all about kind of being glued together, as if the only kind of cohesion was ‘lumpish’ cohesion.   I much prefer to use musical analogies when I think about cohesion. I like to think of lines of melody intersecting sometimes pulling against each other, enriching and deepening each other, and to think of a really cohesive society as harmonious, in that sense. Lots of lines intersecting, reflecting, enriching enlarging each other, with the moments of tension and discord that inevitably come with that.  I think those of you who try to manage complex institutions will perhaps have a lot to say about cohesion in that sense about cohesion at its best is never that ‘porridgey’ thing that you sometimes imagine that it ought to be. But that means precisely that proper cohesion comes out of the sort of perspectives I have been trying to outline so far.  The perspective that recognises that realism, that I am never anything else than a part of a complex whole, and that my shape, my form as a person, is always bound up with the way other things and other people are.  I don’t just define myself by sitting here and drawing a boundary around myself. I find who I am in encounter. If you want to put it pictorially, ‘my boundary that way and somebody else’s boundary that way’, and so I can never just say that’s my boundary, that’s my frontier that’s my definition; it’s somebody else’s place, somebody else’s territory as well, I find how to trace that as I listen and react to the other.  I don’t know therefore fully who I am unless I know others.  

I don’t come with a ready-made, fixed self into this world. I come with the process to begin of engagement and discovery in which I find who I am, where I am, by mapping myself in relation to others; and again there is something in what faith traditions bring to their eyes that is very fundamental. Every faith tradition says, ‘I find myself in encounter with another with an endless other, with God, with the Holy’, and that means- or ought to mean- that when I turn to other things or other people in this world, I am prepared to find myself again in relation, in encounter with the other.  

That doesn’t mean any kind of relativism; that every position is equally right or true; it doesn’t mean that all faiths are much the same or just bits of one big jigsaw; it’s being exactly what it says, I find who I am in encounter with another and I need the other to understand who I am. And that discovery of who I am will entail the building up of convictions, taking a stand, convictions about what’s right and what’s true.  It’s not a recipe saying ‘anything goes’, or ‘everything is equally valid’ or ‘no position is true as such’.  Just the fact that how we learn, how we are human and how we grow, and I think what this pushes me towards is saying that real cohesion always involves learning. That’s the one thing that really takes you right out of the porridge of cohesion. Real cohesion is about learning and - if I am right in this notion of discovering who you are in relation to someone, and if what I said earlier about relation always taking us to the edge of mystery in our encounter with each other, if that’s right - then cohesion is always about discovering the other and how to engage at and how to live with and interact. Not just co-exist but interact. Cohesion entails learning. A deeply religious impulse; and I would say, obviously, an area that you will understand more deeply than I, as you are more engaged in the learning process, facilitating it, making it happen in the community.  

So what I am suggesting is that the richest understanding, the fullest understanding, of what cohesion means, of what learning means, is something that is very unlikely to survive in the absence of faith, in the absence of that deeply unsettling question which says: ‘Who do people belong to or with, ultimately?’ Without that horizon or mysteriousness, that depth of hinterland, something will not happen in the processes of learning, in the processes of community cohesion.  

Well, the last thing that I have to say is to introduce a note of realism about religion here as well. I have been talking about religion as if it were intrinsic, about invitation, mystery, excitement, learning and all the rest of it, and actually if you read Polly Toynbee, that’s not what some people think religion means. And it’s not only Polly Toynbee, it’s a whole culture out there, and sometimes in here, which sees religion as fundamentally about closing things down. And maybe the deepest divisions between religious people these days are not between conventional liberal and conventional conservative, but between those who think about faith as essentially for closing things down and faith as essentially opening things up.  I know liberals who still think of faith as essentially closing things down to a liberal orthodoxy, just as I know conservatives who think of faith as closing things down for a conservative orthodoxy. There are other ways through essentially. It’s about that sort of issue – closing it down or opening things up. But yes, we are in a situation where the closing down styles of religion are what most people tend to think of first in a lot of our society. And judging from some of the information here in the trade of FE, quite a lot of professionals do think that faith is essentially the problem, part of the problem rather than part of the solution, and a very small percentage think of related faith communities as one of the ways in which institutions can better engage with the building of a cohesive community.  That’s very sobering but holds up a mirror to religious institutions, which I, as a religious institution / person, find quite uncomfortable to look into. 

But those mirrors are important because in the clarifying of this task, of faith being education, faith being institutions, it matters quite a bit that we understand why people are not all that willing sometimes, to receive what faith has to offer.  Religion - or whatever might needs to be called back to its, I would say, essential character as opening up, taking you to the brink of mystery - when it, itself, seeks to become a total institution or a comprehensive ideology, when it tries to compete with other institutions and with other ideologies on their own terms, a lot of religious history, certainly a lot of Christian history is about that, simply. 

And so engaging in this question of what values of beliefs and faiths contribute to college excellence and community cohesion is, or ought to be, a very salutary and potentially life-giving challenge to religious believers and religious institutions.  Can we be faithful enough to what we’re really about and bring that ‘opening up’ perspective; that opening up service of human dignity into institution and community? 

There was a play on about a month ago, in the Soho Theatre called ‘On Religion’. Some of you may have seen reviews of this. It’s a stellar performance from Gemma Jones, playing the Richard Dawkins-like scientist, and her son who has converted to Christianity.  And among many intelligent provoking features of this play was a statement by the convert’s son, to his extremely articulate and dogmatically atheistic mother, that bad religion is driven out by good religion not by dogmatic secularism, that’s one of the most important things that play had to say. It is perhaps something that as we reflect on the place of faith in this context, is one of the things that might come into focus – what is good religion like? Let’s not suppose that bad religion – and there’s plenty of that around – is always to be allowed to set the agenda and dictate the pace. 

Well, just to round up; two points about the various specific contexts in which you’re working. It seems to me that the FE sector has two very distinctive challenges and opportunities. The first is of the sheer variety of what is there in FE, in terms of social and intellectual and even age diversity. The sheer variety opens the door to an understanding of the manifold education process, which not every institution has. It really does underline that challenge – yours is not the only way of putting the question, yours is not the only way of thinking, yours is not the only way of negotiating the world. It really does make that very live and very real. The risk attached to that is of course, lowering the sights, lowering the expectation, saying ‘Well, in that case, all we can really deal with is skills’ – sets of manageable and determinable skills – and the institution is so complex and the people are so varied that all the institution as whole can do is make sure that the boxes are ticked. And so questions arise about how does such a large sprawling institution – as many such FE institutions are – how does it corporately create the spiritual dimension? How does it affirm human dignity in the face of this huge variety? And that’s an interesting question, which I’d love to hear you reflect on. I’ve seen it happen, because, by God’s grace, I’ve visited more than one FE institution where it’s quite clear that those questions are taken seriously and addressed. It can be done; how we do it is one of the things we’ll be talking about today. 

The second thing is that FE has, you might say, tentacles out into the community, in ways that ought to be true of may other kinds of educational institution; but in fact much more true of FE. In other words the relation with these larger issues about cohesion is much more obvious, much more immediate and so the linking up of educational process with community belonging is inescapable. Can institution and community work together to develop and deepen this sense of cohesion and learning going together? And that’s the second area of challenge, excitement and possibility I think lies before you. All of that I hope will be interwoven with what you’re discussing and reflecting on today, and I’d like to conclude by saying what a great privilege it’s been to be with you and share some thoughts; and it will be an even greater privilege to listen to what you have to say and discover what I have to learn from this encounter. 

-ENDS-
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