A CULTURE OF HOPE?  PRIORITIES AND VISION IN CHURCH SCHOOLS

Extracts taken from Archbishop Rowan’s speech to church school headteachers in 2003, which may be of interest to heads, staff, governors and clergy in theDicoese of  St Albans. 

The following paragraph from Sir David Winkley’s book on the regeneration of a Birmingham school brings sharply into focus the Archbishop’s theme:

‘There was convincing evidence to suggest that schools tended to be more successful when they have strong internal bonding – structurally, organizationally, culturally. Hence the evidence that church schools, for example, have particular strengths; for binding traditions help create common languages and develop common points of view. The teachers in such cultures work better as teams, draw adults and children together in (often) unstated attitudes and behaviours, and seem to care more about each other as members of the school organization. They are more civil.’ (David Winkley, Handsworth Revolution. The Odyssey of a School, London 2002, p.307).

Church School Ethos

· There is a real tension in educational thinking between those whose concern is primarily, almost exclusively, with imparting skills to individuals and those who understand education as something that forms the habits of living in a group, identifying common aspirations and making possible co-operation and conversation.

· If you think you are being neutral about the moral or spiritual ethos of a school, you are in fact generating an ethos of individualism, functionalism and ultimately fragmentation.

· A school whose ethos is grounded in religious faith is, from the perspective of the broad public agenda, simply one that has a clear rationale for the habits it is trying to foster. It takes for granted that a good school is one that educates by creating a common experience, a culture.

· teachers and students are both aware of being participants together in something bigger than a single institution.

· The Christian school in particular is bound to have in mind what Christians believe is the optimal state of human society – the Body of Christ, in which there is no isolated suffering or joy, no insulation from the experience of others, and an immeasurable possibility of receiving gifts from each other’s skills. It isn’t that a Christian school has to reinforce this with explicit theology every hour of the day; its habits and rhythms should say it. It will be a place where corporate loyalty makes sense.

· We live this culture not just because the people in charge of your education have decided it’s a good thing. This is a culture in which student and teacher alike are seen to belong in a far wider context than school. This is a place where we learn how to be human beings in a way that potentially shapes all our understanding and response to the world.

· If the strength of a faith school is that it locates its whole operation in the context of a bigger social and moral tradition, someone has to put some energy into making that context a practical and imaginative reality for students.

· the faith school offers something extremely important and distinctive; it proposes to root this tradition and language in a tradition, a language, that is powerful and transformative in the wider social context – the language of religious faith.

Parish and school

· One of the things which I believe church schools and local churches need to be working at harder than ever is just how those resources are best set to work. More is needed than clergy visits, carol services in the nearest parish church and so on, excellent as all this is….how churches manage systematic prayer for teachers and students; how many churches with church schools nearby have a programme of prayer class by class?

· a school can give a corporate experience in forming socially active and responsible persons. It is obviously not the case that religious schools alone do this; but what I am arguing is that they have formidable reasons for defending such a vision and a clearer rationale than many other institutions.

· If we are to speak as Dearing did of the church school as having a central role in mission, it ought to be obvious that its common religious life is of first importance – since there is no mission worth the name that is not rooted in shared life, involving an invitation to others to share it. The fact is that very many students in a church school will have their primary exposure to shared religious activity in school. They and their families will not regularly and invariably be part of a worshipping group, whatever motions may have been gone through by parents to win places. What the school does corporately as a Christian body will be, to all intents and purposes, how these parents and students will experience the reality of Church.

· What exactly does this mean? We need to hold in our minds a definition of ‘church’ that allows us to say that the word signifies what happens when the presence of Jesus Christ holds people together in a mutual relationship that is not simply chosen by the people involved, and which constantly changes how that relationship works and what is possible within it. Church is a phenomenon where people come to view each other differently, to have a new understanding of what they can do for each other (forgiveness, for example). But of course it is above all an environment where there is deliberate effort to become more open not just to each other but to God, in worship and in silence.

· Spiritual education is much discussed these days; often, though, it amounts to little more than the cultivating of empathy and a loose sense of the mysteriousness of the world. The church school has to be concerned about a great deal more than that. I’ve already suggested in a lecture a few years ago that the pace of life reflected in a school timetable, the diet in the canteen and the priority given to arts and sport will tell you more about the ‘spirituality’ of a school than many curricular accounts of spiritual education, because these things will encode a sense of what matters in human growing. If a church school becomes completely indistinguishable from others in these respects, it has a problem. If it does not ask about the needs of its staff for retreat, reflection, pastoral support for its staff, it has a problem. There is not much point in being a school that assumes the importance of belief if you don’t allow room for personal growth in this area among staff. But it equally has a problem when the ‘routine’ life of the church is not reflected: in however careful articulated a way, a church school – especially, though not exclusively, a church secondary school – that is not manifestly rooted in eucharistic community is less than it might be. 

· This doesn’t mean that there is a pattern of eucharistic worship that sets up divisions between communicants and non-communicants in a malign way; simply that without a core of eucharistic worship, there is something lacking in the way a school expresses (and intensifies) its commitment. There are many ways of realising this, on smaller and larger scale – and there are some very bad examples of school eucharists, I hasten to add, where no-one has thought much about how to say what is being said for this community, people of this age and experience. But done with conviction, it says something essential for the institution – and I have seen it proving a powerful form of evangelism for half-committed or uncommitted families.

· What are the possibilities of offering Confirmation preparation in connection with the school’s life? If your initiation into the eucharistic community ought to be done in some sense by that community, there is at least a case for looking at this – quite apart from the pragmatic point that cohorts of teenagers have a slightly better chance of holding on to their practice than solitary individuals in parishes. Obviously there are issues around professional boundaries and timetables here, but this simply poses a challenge as to how the bonds, the common culture, of a school can be used to strengthen links with wider church life.

· This school is also itself a religious community, one in which different sorts of behaviour are followed and nurtured: where, above all, it is assumed that what is of consuming and urgent interest is not just a set of individual goals for teacher or student, nor the meeting of targets imposed by management, significant as these may be, but a range of concerns about common humanity, expressed in actions and relations and worship; where the culture takes it for granted that there should be argument and involvement – in the most ‘inclusive’ way – about the needs of neighbours and of strangers, and space for stillness and thought and growth.

· The demanding and (I hope) sometimes exhilarating calling of the head in this context is one of translating the theology of the Body of Christ into daily details of priority and discipline and management. The head is the point where the cultures of church, society and specific institution intersect, and that sort of position is never comfortable.

((Rowan Williams 2003
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